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    Chapter 2


    Invisible Ghosts: The Films of Bela Lugosi as Borderline Surrealism by Robert Guffey


    


    1.


    “Write quickly, without any preconceived subject, fast enough so that you will not remember what you’re writing and be tempted to reread what you have written.”


    André Breton, “Manifesto of Surrealism,” 1924


    


    The above advice was offered by André Breton, the founder of surrealism, to budding artists who wished to practice surrealism themselves. But this mode of artistic creation was not the sole property of avant-garde surrealists. It was also, by necessity, the working method of a whole generation of screenwriters pounding out storylines for the masses throughout the 1930s, ‘40s, and ‘50s. This surrealist methodology applies not just to the writing of screenplays, but to the actual act of committing these stories to film. B-films were often written within three or four days and sometimes shot in an equal amount of time. No one involved in the production had much time to prepare — not the actors, not the director, and least of all the screenwriters.


    A young Ray Bradbury once hung a sign on his typewriter that read, “DON’T THINK.” Before his death, the poet Charles Bukowski requested that the following two words be etched into his tombstone: “DON’T TRY.” The beauty of not thinking, of not trying, when creating any kind of art is that mysterious and wondrous ideas sometimes erupt from the sleeping brain and sneak out into the real world while one’s consciousness isn’t paying attention. The early surrealists in France wished to evoke this mysterious phenomenon, on purpose, via the method of automatic writing — simply putting pen to paper and allowing the words to flow with neither rhyme nor reason. Purely on accident, half a world away, a whole community of writers were also practicing automatic writing. But most of them knew nothing about surrealism, and few of them were interested in making “Art.” They were little “a” artists who were interested in grinding out a product in order to make money. In Hollywood, particularly during the 1930s and ‘40s, strict deadlines necessitated that the most productive writers were those who didn’t think about what they were writing and didn’t try to produce anything of any social value whatsoever. It just so happened that these were also the goals of committed European revolutionaries who called themselves surrealists. The screenwriters under discussion in this essay called themselves “hacks” and were probably proud of it. Breton, a committed Marxist to the day of his death in 1966, would be appalled at the very notion that the basic tenets of capitalism could actually be the unwitting accomplice of surrealism. Breton believed that surrealism and revolutionary Marxism were inextricably linked; without one, the other could not exist. Breton was wrong.


    But he’s not the only genius who was ever wrong about something.


    Breton believed that surrealism could be a medium with which to introduce revolutionary ideas into the minds of the masses, to shock them out of their somnambulism with beautifully disordered nonsense. Breton was right about this. What he didn’t realize is that he and his colleagues would not be the ones to introduce surrealism to the masses. Breton and his colleagues were avant-garde artists who held the common man in contempt. They published their works in obscure literary magazines in Europe that would never be seen by the “besotted underclass.” The very “sheeple” Breton wished to liberate from the shackles of reality would never waste precious time in between work shifts at the local steel factory by reading nonsensical poetry jotted down by effete Frenchmen. But what these average people did like to do was see movies.


    Without knowing it, thousands of filmgoers in the 1920s, ’30, ‘40s, and ‘50s were introduced to surrealist techniques and philosophies in the form of cheapjack B-films. Even more poetically, the filmmakers themselves — for the most part — did not know they were making surrealist movies. This is the perfect surrealist conspiracy, for neither the conspirators nor the victims of the conspiracy were aware it was happening. One might consider this to be the ultimate exercise in automatic writing and telepathy, conducted on a mass scale by unwitting vessels of the surrealist spirit itself, a strange behavioral experiment that could only be comprehended in full several decades after the conspiracy had long been completed.


    The very process of making B-movies, a process that remained in place in Hollywood until the early 1960s, encouraged and necessitated surrealist methodologies. A few filmmakers, the cutting-edge ones who understood their place in the Hollywood hierarchy and used it to their advantage, might very well have been aware of this, but most were not. The basic method of churning out these little celluloid dreams and nightmares enabled industrious filmmakers the ability to write, direct, edit, and distribute their films within a very short space of time — within a matter of months, or even weeks, sometimes. Very often the small-minded businessmen who ran the movie studios didn’t care what was actually in the films just as long as they generated money. This process was a veritable breeding ground for all manner of surrealist techniques and obsessions: automatic writing (as mentioned before), synchronicity, chance, happenstance, coincidence, telepathy, etc. It’s a breeding ground that no longer exists in modern day Hollywood. There’s too much at stake now, economically, to allow chance or happenstance to have anything at all to do with producing a finished film. Every detail is planned out well in advance. Modern Hollywood has so many safety measures in place that art can’t even happen by accident.


    In the Golden Age of Hollywood, however, art almost never happened except by accident, and that was never more true than in the case of the B-films.


    


    2.


    “[E]ver since I have had a great desire to show forbearance to scientific musing, however unbecoming, in the final analysis, from every point of view. Radios? Fine. Syphilis? If you like. Photography? I don’t see any reason why not. The cinema? Three cheers for darkened rooms.”


    André Breton, “Manifesto of Surrealism,” 1924


    


    Bela Lugosi has often been referred to as the “King of the B-films.” After briefly enjoying mainstream success via his successful turn as Bram Stoker’s Count Dracula, as well as in other starring roles in major studio productions such The Black Cat (1934) and The Raven (1935), the bottom fell out of the horror market in 1936 due to a ban on such gruesome fare in England. Since England was one of the major markets for such films, Hollywood initiated its own unofficial ban on horror films that lasted about two years. When this ban was finally lifted late in 1938, Lugosi found himself appearing in the occasional “A-film” such as Son of Frankenstein and Ninotchka, but for the most part the rest of his career would be spent starring in B-films.


    Word spreads fast around Hollywood, and always has, even back during its Golden Age. Everyone in town knew that Lugosi was in financial troubles. His name had marquee value and you could get him pretty cheap. Perfect. As Lugosi was quoted as saying in 1939, signifying his grudging surrender to the dark gods of Hollywood, “Lugosi. Horror. Box office. Fine. And I am horror.” [1] As a result, Lugosi (perhaps more than any other actor) starred in the vast majority of these films that could be categorized as works of “accidental surrealism.” One might say that Lugosi represents the spirit of accidental surrealism, or perhaps “surrealism for the masses.” His association with such films predate his financial troubles in Hollywood. Even during his heyday, while basking in the glory of his post-Dracula successes on stage as well as on screen, he chose to star in Poverty Row films that owe more to surrealism and hermetic esotericism than to traditional American popcorn fare. These strange bastard children of sensationalism and expressionism permeated the nightmares of a generation lost in the crippling financial troubles of a Great Depression. These celluloid dark fantasies in which Lugosi was often the main attraction were, for the most part, surrealist at their core.


    The titles of these films, some of them cinematic masterpieces and most of them nonsensical dross, unreel in one’s mind like a nomenclature of the absurd: The Thirteenth Chair (1929), Dracula (1931), The Black Camel (1931), Murders in the Rue Morgue (1932), White Zombie (1932), Chandu the Magician (1932), Island of Lost Souls (1933), Night of Terror (1933), International House (1933), The Whispering Shadow (1933), The Black Cat (1934), Return of Chandu (1934), The Mysterious Mr. Wong (1935), Mark of the Vampire (1935), The Raven (1935), Murder By Television (1935), Shadow of Chinatown (1936), The Invisible Ray (1936), Son of Frankenstein (1939), The Dark Eyes of London (1939), The Phantom Creeps (1939), Black Friday (1940), You’ll Find Out (1940), The Devil Bat (1941), Spooks Run Wild (1941), The Wolf Man (1941), Black Dragons (1942), The Ghost of Frankenstein (1942), The Corpse Vanishes (1942), Night Monster (1942), Bowery at Midnight (1942), Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943), The Ape Man (1943), Ghosts on the Loose (1943), Return of the Vampire (1944), Voodoo Man (1944), Return of the Ape Man (1944), The Body Snatcher (1945), Zombies on Broadway (1945), Scared to Death (1947), Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948), Mother Riley Meets the Vampire (1952), Bela Lugosi Meets a Brooklyn Gorilla (1952), Glen or Glenda (1953), Bride of the Monster (1955), Plan 9 from Outer Space (1958).


    But perhaps none of them are more absurd than Joseph Lewis’ Invisible Ghost (1941).


    


    3.


    “This world is only very relatively in tune with thought, and incidents of this kind are only the most obvious episodes of a war in which I am proud to be participating. Surrealism is the ‘invisible ray’ which will one day enable us to win out over our opponents. ‘You are no longer trembling, carcass.’ This summer the roses are blue; the wood is of glass. The earth, draped in its verdant cloak, makes as little impression upon me as a ghost. It is living and ceasing to live that are imaginary solutions. Existence is elsewhere.”


    André Breton, “Manifesto of Surrealism,” 1924


    


    The shadow of an ape?


    The portrait of a beautiful woman.


    Good evening.


    Dinner’s served.


    Good evening to an invisible woman?


    Is this guy nuts?


    Clarence Muse serves the ghost.


    Mirror image.


    Daughter. Virginia.


    “They’re” having dinner.


    Ralph enters.


    What’s all the mystery about?


    After dinner, we’re taking a long walk.


    It must seem weird to someone who’s never seen it before.


    Never forgets.


    I guess he’s not the only one who resorts to make believe.


    An uncanny feeling.


    Cecilia?


    I think this is a crazy house.


    Jules.


    I’ll show you where we keep our linens.


    Little mousy man stealing food?


    Mrs. Kessler. In the basement?


    I want to go home.


    I can’t go home now…can I?


    More mirrors.


    Late again, Jules.


    All these horrible murders…


    Amnesia.


    Virginia’s been cheated on, just like her dad?


    Hello, Casanova.


    Have you gone crazy?


    The servants see all.


    The maid’s a stalker?


    I promise I’ll make you a good wife, Ralph, I promise I will.


    Love? He’s a fine boy.


    Thank you for the dinner.


    The dirty secret emerges.


    A psychic link?


    Cut in half by a window.


    Somnambulism.


    Hypnotism?


    A trance.


    Automatic killer.


    A lateral shot through the wall.


    Sleepwalking fiend.


    What’s that music playing?


    1940s popular music.


    The beautiful maid.


    Kessler comes undone.


    Radio.


    Creeps toward the camera.


    Has he always been insane, or has his wife made him so?


    Exercise lessons on radio.


    Dead body in bed.


    Contrast.


    Lateral shot through wall.


    I tried to wake the new maid…


    The chauffeur.


    How many murders have there been?


    I’m practically engaged to a Ralph.


    Ralph Dickson.


    He never loved her.


    Engineer.


    I thought they were married.


    Dickson sentenced to die.


    Slanting, diagonal shadows in a prison.


    Ralph Dickson takes the final walk —


    — juxtaposed with Lugosi reading from the Bible.


    Ralph is executed.


    It’s all over.


    Overhead shot.


    Ralph returns from the dead.


    My name is Dickson.


    It can’t be.


    Apparently your brother never told you about me.


    Sorry to have startled you.


    Do I look pale? I feel pale.


    Fire in the foreground.


    Secret emerges from the basement again.


    Paul Dickson.


    There’s the wife again.


    (How much more effective these scenes would be without a musical score.)


    Grabs heart.


    Back into the trance.


    Uh-oh.


    Pulling off robe.


    Going to kill the butler.


    Changes his mind.


    Wants to kill wife.


    Kills others instead?


    Shadows in the kitchen.


    Gardener gets it.


    Early serial killer movie?


    Gardener died on the linoleum floor.


    The butler discovers the body again.


    Calls police. The body has not been touched.


    Murdered?


    Strangled. Well, here we go again.


    You’re wanted in the kitchen.


    Am I seeing things?


    He’s the image of ‘im.


    Jan the 13th.


    Have you had your coffee yet?


    What does he mean by “the others”?


    We can’t leave.


    If you want the truth, always talk to the servant.


    There’s been quite a lot of them.


    He’s waitin’ for his wife to come back.


    Well, this isn’t a very pleasant way to entertain a guest.


    She has eyes like Virginia.


    She’ll be back someday.


    Coroner’s Office.


    Mr. Kirby.


    The gardener’s wife.


    Another lateral shot.


    Coroner leaves her alone with the body.


    Mr. Mason.


    He’s alive!


    He’s not dead.


    Jules Mason.


    Did you recognize the man who tried to kill you?


    It was ghastly.


    Just a few moments longer…


    Talking about murder over dessert.


    The new cook.


    Burning the roast.


    I want to stay.


    Ever read the newspapers?


    What you don’t know…


    Lightning and chess.


    It’s getting late.


    Such an elegant dinner.


    Roast beef.


    Wait until you taste my apple pie, Mr. Kessler.


    Oh, he’s a wonderful man.


    What did I do wrong?


    Slowly I turn.


    The face at the window…


    Cut in half by the window.


    Almost kills Dickson…backs away…


    Belt on the bathrobe.


    Kill his daughter?


    Lightning flash…breaks him out of trance…


    Chance…coincidence…


    Mr. Kessler?


    Are you ill?


    Hello, Paul.


    I must have walked in my sleep.


    The face at the window.


    Fists grasping air.


    The torn portrait.


    “I wonder if anyone was hurt.”


    Ryan.


    A dead cop behind the curtain.


    Disappearing food.


    The thread in the portrait.


    All we want to know is if he’s crazy.


    That’s easy.


    Is it possible for someone to be normal and then go crazy only for an hour or two?


    Lights go out!


    We want to talk to you.


    The secret enters the house.


    Okay, sister, it’s yours.


    I’m going home…have to see my husband and my daughter.


    I’m dead.


    I know that woman. She’s wicked. She can’t go home. Mrs. Kessler…


    I’m dead, Charles. Do you hear me? I’m dead.


    I’m afraid to come home.


    The secret dies.


    She’s dead.


    What happened here?


    We’ve got the murderer.


    I knew you’d come back.


    Kessler dies.


    The invisible ghost ends.


    


    4.


    “The simplest Surrealist act consists of dashing down into the street, pistol in hand, and firing blindly, as fast as you can pull the trigger, into the crowd. Anyone who, at least once in his life, has not dreamed of thus putting an end to the petty system of debasement and cretinization in effect has a well-defined place in that crowd, with his belly at barrel level.”


    André Breton, “Second Manifesto of Surrealism,” 1930


    


    In his 1993 book, Poverty Row Horrors!: Monogram, PRC and Republic Horror Films of the Forties, Tom Weaver describes Invisible Ghost as “almost surreal,” but I would go just a tad further and say that it is surreal — or at least as close as a Hollywood film could get to being surreal in the early 1940s. [2] The same could be said of many of Lugosi’s 1940s “poverty row” films, particularly the nine that he made for Monogram Studios between the years 1941 and 1944, but here we will focus on only one, the very first: Joseph Lewis’ Invisible Ghost.


    In Invisible Ghost, Lugosi plays Dr. Charles Kessler, a far more psychologically complex character than was typical for 1940s poverty row films. Indeed, Kessler’s not typical of any American film of the 1940s, including those made by the major studios. On the surface Kessler appears to be a kindly old man who loves his daughter, and yet at the same time appears to be utterly insane. Once a year, on his wedding anniversary, Kessler hosts an elaborate dinner for his absent wife who, years before, ran off with his best friend and never returned. He even makes sure there’s a place for her at the table, and talks to her as if she’s actually sitting there. It seems odd for a man to go crazy only once a year, and yet he appears to do just that. His loving daughter, as well as his servants, grudgingly humor the sad old man’s eccentricities. The fact that he continues to long for a woman who betrayed him in a heartless manner seems to suggest a masochistic streak in Kessler’s personality. But perhaps this streak is more than just a streak, and perhaps it’s far more than merely masochistic.


    It will become clear that Kessler, the gentle old doctor, wishes to kill his wife for what she has done to him. Because he can’t face this ugly truth about himself, he suppresses this transgressive impulse. And by suppressing the impulse, it emerges only when Kessler’s asleep.


    André Breton, and the surrealists in general, believed a great deal in the power of dreams and sleep and self-induced hypnotic trances. They believed everyday waking life was an illusion, the dream life infinitely more tangible and meaningful. Therefore, what was revealed in one’s dreams said far more about one’s “true” personality than anything one had ever thought or done in the “real” world.


    Kessler suffers from somnambulism. He walks in his sleeps. And while walking and dreaming simultaneously, he also pursues another odd pastime. He kills.


    Breton, a champion of using self-induced hypnosis to conjure forth surrealist works of art, once said — no doubt rhetorically, of course — that mass murder was the “simplest Surrealist act.” [3] Kessler combines several surrealist tendencies into one. He’s a hypnotist, a hypnotic subject, and a serial murderer all at the same time.


    Charles Kessler is an unwitting surrealist.


    But then again, Breton believed everyone was an unwitting surrealist, at least when they were asleep, and they could even be so when they were awake just as long as they were willing to drop their everyday, shallow façades and penetrate to the core of what was genuinely “real” about themselves — or rather “surreal,” those secrets that lay hidden deep beneath the surface of their dream lives. The mysteries tucked away in the basements of their brains.


    Sigmund Freud was an immense influence on Breton and the surrealists. They felt that Freud offered humanity the tools by which to remove themselves from the shackles placed upon them by organized religion and penetrate the previously unexplored depths of the human mind. Breton’s positive attitude toward Freud never wavered, though by the end of his life he did believe that Freud’s knowledge had been perverted into yet another trap for human beings rather than a means of liberation. Invisible Ghost is dripping with Freudian symbolism, most of it no doubt unintentional. The coauthor of the screenplay, Al Martin, was hardly known for his subtlety and layered subtext. He was a reliable craftsman who cranked out scores of scripts, for both film and television, throughout his forty-year-plus career, including the cult classics Invasion of the Saucer Men (1957) and The Eye Creatures (1965), neither of which are notable for their use of complex symbolism. Nonetheless, such symbolism exists throughout Invisible Ghost and could only be the product of the screenwriters (Helen Martin is credited as the screenplay’s co-author) or perhaps the director, Joseph Lewis.


    This latter possibility is not unlikely. Joseph Lewis was a groundbreaking director who honed his craft on Poverty Row before graduating to the big studios like Columbia where he directed such Gothic/noir hybrids as My Name Is Julia Ross (1945). Lewis’ masterpiece, however, is Gun Crazy (1950). Many film critics claim that Gun Crazy is the best film noir ever made, and I would be hard pressed to disagree with that assessment. Throughout Lewis’ oeuvre, we see him committing to film abstract representations of reality in order to tell darkly psychological stories about damaged people who transgress against the traditional social strictures of the day. This certainly describes Gun Crazy. Despite the fact that the film is a gritty, realistic tale of two murderous outlaws, I suspect Breton would have held some sympathy for the film and its two main characters. As Breton wrote in his very first Surrealist Manifesto in 1924:


    


    The mind of the man who dreams is fully satisfied by what happens to him. The agonizing question of possibility is no longer pertinent. Kill, fly faster, love to your heart’s content. And if you should die, are you not certain of reawaking among the dead? Let yourself be carried along, events will not tolerate your interference. You are nameless. The ease of everything is priceless […].


    


    I believe in the future resolution of these two states, dream and reality, which are seemingly so contradictory, into a kind of absolute reality, a surreality, if one may so speak. [4]


    


    One can almost imagine one of the two main characters of Gun Crazy uttering these same words. Listen to this exchange between the two protagonists, Barton Tare (John Dall) and Annie Laurie Starr (Peggy Cummins), after they’ve successfully avoided being arrested for armed robbery and murder:


    


    Barton: Everything’s going so fast. It’s all in such high gear that sometimes it doesn’t feel like me. If that makes sense.


    


    Annie: When do you think all this?


    


    Barton: Oh, at nights. I wake up sometimes. It’s as if none of it really happened. As if nothing were real anymore.


    


    Annie: Next time you wake, Bart, look over at me lying there beside you. I’m yours. And I’m real.


    


    Barton: Yes. But you’re the only thing that is, Laurie. The rest is a nightmare.


    


    Of course, these words were written by the screenwriter of Gun Crazy, Dalton Trumbo, not Lewis. Nonetheless, it’s certainly fascinating to note the repetition of a specific theme from one director’s film to another, as it might very well be an indication of that director’s attraction to a particular type of subject matter, in this case the fine line between reality and surreality in the transgressive mind.


    Bart’s words could easily have slipped out of the mouth of Charles Kessler…or André Breton.


    


    5.


    “Under the pretense of civilization and progress, we have managed to banish from the mind everything that may rightly or wrongly be termed superstition, or fancy; forbidden is any kind of search which is not in conformance with accepted practices. It was, apparently, by pure chance that a part of our mental world which we pretended not to be concerned with any longer — and, in my opinion by far the most important part — has been brought back to light. For this we must give thanks to the discoveries of Sigmund Freud. On the basis of these discoveries a current of opinion is finally forming by means of which the human explorer will be able to carry his investigations much further, authorized as he will henceforth be not to confine himself solely to the most summary realities. The imagination is perhaps on the point of reasserting itself, of reclaiming its rights.”


    André Breton, “Manifesto of Surrealism,” 1924


    


    The Freudian implications of Kessler’s obsession results in a series of brutal murders. Kessler can’t get back at his wife for leaving him, and yet he still loves her. Eros and Thanatos entwined. These polar impulses pull his brain in two. No sane mind could handle such stress. And so Kessler’s mind snaps, and while asleep he projects his hatred for his absent wife on the only females who are present in his home and easily accessible to him. It’s telling that Kessler never kills outside his own home. Some critics have lambasted the film for this plot point. After all, why don’t the police have this house under twenty-four-hour surveillance if so many people have been brutally murdered there? This would be a fair question if this were a realistic story set in a realistic world. But it’s not. It’s the story about a man’s mind slipping into a psychotic dream world, and the house is the physical manifestation of his disordered brain. The police in the film are symbols only, impotent phantoms that prevent none of the violence from occurring because that’s not their job. Their job is simply to reveal Kessler’s murderous side to himself when the doctor’s sleeping brain deems it necessary, when the time is right. The house, and the people that seem to populate it, are nothing more than ghosts that haunt Kessler’s troubled dreams. Most critics believe that the seemingly nonsensical title refers to Kessler’s wife, since it is her recurrent appearances outside Kessler’s bedroom window that seem to trigger his murderous rages. But no. The ghost in the title is everyone other than Kessler. This is Kessler’s dream, and his sleeping mind is the only thing that’s real. The invisible ghost is the world itself.


    We learn seven minutes into the film that Kessler’s wife never actually left Kessler. She tried to, but fate intervened. As she and her lover were driving away, they got into a car accident that killed the lover and left Mrs. Kessler an amnesiac, brain-damaged wreck. Somehow she made her way back to the estate where the gardener, Jules, found her wandering around in a daze. Instead of taking her to a hospital, as most people would do in the real world, Jules stuffed her away in the basement beneath the garden house. What he’s doing with her down there is anybody’s guess. According to Jules, he keeps her down there because he feels that Mr. Kessler would be unable to handle the sight of his wife in such a condition.


    As in most neo-Gothic horror films of this type, very often there’s a dirty secret hidden inside the basement or some similar underground grotto. In The Phantom of the Opera (1925), the Phantom makes his lair in the elaborate sewers beneath the Paris opera house. In The Most Dangerous Game (1932), Zaroff, a psychotic game hunter, displays his human trophies only in the darkness of his basement. In House of Dracula (1945), the undead Count hides his coffin in the basement of the physician from whom he’s ostensibly seeking a cure for vampirism (not only is Dracula not cured by the end of the picture, but the good doctor turns into a vampire too). In Psycho (1960), Norman Bates keeps the corpse of his beloved mother in the basement. In such films, houses — and architecture in general — are transformed into metaphors for the human brain. And the basement, or the underground, become stand-ins for the unconscious itself from which the typical “rational” human mind has become so thoroughly alienated that it does not comprehend its own motivations.


    Like Charles Kessler.


    


    6.


    “I have always been amazed at the way an ordinary observer lends so much more credence and attaches so much more importance to waking events than to those occurring in dreams […]. I have no choice but to consider [the waking state] a phenomenon of interference. Not only does the mind display, in this state, a strange tendency to lose its bearings (as evidenced by the slips and mistakes the secrets of which are just beginning to be revealed to us), but, what is more, it does not appear that, when the mind is functioning normally, it really responds to anything but the suggestions which come to it from the depths of that dark night to which I commend it.”


    André Breton, “Manifesto of Surrealism,” 1924


    


    The tropes of Gothic fiction fascinated Breton and the surrealists. Despite the fact that Breton considered all fiction to be an “inferior” art form, as storytelling in general required a linear logic that precluded the beautiful non-rationality of surrealism, he granted one exception to the Gothic horror story, and in particular championed M. G. Lewis’ 1796 novel, The Monk, generally considered to be one of the earliest and most influential Gothic novels. H.P. Lovecraft, in his book-length essay “Supernatural Horror in Literature,” deemed The Monk “a masterpiece of active nightmare.” [5] Breton, too, felt it was a masterpiece, though a masterpiece of proto-surrealism:


    


    In the realm of literature, only the marvelous is capable of fecundating works which belong to an inferior category such as the novel, and generally speaking, anything that involves storytelling. Lewis’ The Monk is an admirable proof of this. It is infused throughout with the presence of the marvelous. Long before the author has freed his main characters from all temporal constraints, one feels them ready to act with an unprecedented pride. This passion for eternity with which they are constantly stirred lends an unforgettable intensity to their torments, and to mine. I mean that this book, from beginning to end, and in the purest way imaginable, exercises an exalting effect only upon that part of the mind which aspires to leave the earth and that, stripped of an insignificant part of its plot, which belongs to the period in which it was written, it constitutes a paragon of precision and innocent grandeur.


    


    Breton caps off his analysis with the following footnote: “What is admirable about the fantastic is that there is no longer anything fantastic: there is only the real.” [6]


    Only the real. Breton deconstructs everyday reality by flipping the binary opposites of reality and the fantastic, or surreality. In Breton’s world, dreams and nightmares represent reality and reality is the insignificant shadow of the fantastic that lurks in the secrets lairs beneath our waking life. This exact deconstruction occurs in Lugosi’s best films, Dracula, Murders in the Rue Morgue, White Zombie, Island of Lost Souls, and The Black Cat (the 1934 version) foremost among them. It’s not difficult to imagine Breton and his colleagues being sympathetic to these neo-Gothic films, particularly The Black Cat. In 1924, in his very first surrealist manifesto, Breton identified Edgar Allan Poe as a surrealist. (Breton would later change his mind about this, claiming that Poe’s obsession with rationality, per his proto-detective stories about C. Auguste Dupin, overshadows his otherwise surrealist tendencies). Not only is The Black Cat ostensibly based on the Poe story of the same name, not only does it benefit from Edgar Ulmer’s German Expressionist interpretation of reality, but it also boasts a screenplay (co-written by Ulmer) that manages to pack in almost every single transgressive “perversity” of which the Marquis de Sade (also identified by Breton as a progenitor of surrealism) himself would have approved. Film critic David Kalat once said of The Black Cat that it “was one of the most gorgeous movies ever to come out of Universal in the 1930s. It looked like the Dadaist art of the Bauhaus school had literally come to life, and Ulmer coaxed from Lugosi his most human and endearing performance ever.” [7]


    If there’s any doubt that Breton and his intellectual colleagues would have been attracted to this type of Americanized surrealism as manifested in the form of commercial horror fiction, consider the following excerpt from an article written by Franklin Rosemont, the co-founder of the Chicago Surrealist Group:


    


    The Second World War, and the Nazi occupation of France, forced André Breton and other surrealists to seek refuge in the U.S. Regrouping in New York, they began a fruitful search for “surrealist evidence” in the New World. Among their greatest discoveries was Howard Phillips Lovecraft and the “Lovecraft circle,” including Clark Ashton Smith, August Derleth, Donald Wandrei and Frank Belknap Long.


    


    In the works of these authors the surrealists found confirmations and extensions of their own quest. Appearing in Weird Tales and other “pulp” magazines, these works seemed to them more truly poetic than the stuff in Poetry or other official organs of High Culture. Lovecraft and his friends reached beyond mere “literature” into the volatile shadows of a new mythology […].


    


    For surrealists today, the works of the Lovecraft Circle remain a central source. [8]


    


    Not all of Lugosi’s collaborators were unconscious of the surrealist movement and its potential to be a subversive force in society. Two of Lugosi’s best directors, Edgar Ulmer and Robert Florey, sympathized with the surrealist movement and no doubt wished to make such groundbreaking films in America, the kind that Salvador Dali and Luis Bunuel were becoming famous for in Europe. In an interview included on the 2005 DVD release of Ulmer’s 1957 horror film, The Daughter of Dr. Jekyll, Ulmer’s daughter (and sometimes collaborator), Arianne, mentions that her father not only knew Salvador Dali, but was “very close” friends with him. [9] Clearly, therefore, it’s natural to assume that Ulmer was intimately aware of surrealist techniques. Cinematographer Paul Ivano, with whom Robert Florey worked on the ill-fated screen test for Frankenstein (which Florey was assigned to direct before being switched by the studio executives to Murders in the Rue Morgue), once commented on Florey’s love of surrealism. Ivano insisted that the test reel for Frankenstein, despite the less-than-positive reactions of the studio heads, was expertly realized. Ivano claimed that the use of shadows in the scenes was “very artistic yet nightmarish. Robert loved this for he was very adept in the Germanic style of cinematography, like The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. Even his own experimental films had the same atmosphere: Surrealistic.” [10]


    But in the early 1930s what studio executive in America would subsidize a surrealist film? Of course, not one of them would ever do so — not knowingly, at least. The trick, therefore, was to slip surrealism in under the radar of the executives. The only way to do this would be to mask a surrealist film under the guise of a popular genre. Would a romantic musical lend itself to surrealism? Not likely. A shoot-‘em-up western? Until Alejandro Jodorowsky’s 1970 film El Topo (in which Jesus returns to Earth as a gunslinger in the Old West), the answer would be a definite “no.” A gangster flick? A swashbuckling pirate adventure in the South Seas? Not likely.


    Clearly, the nascent horror film (made possible, and popular, only because of the success of Lugosi’s portrayal as Dracula) was the perfect vehicle in which to explore all the surrealist and expressionist techniques being employed by the most groundbreaking filmmakers in France (e.g., Dali and Bunuel’s Andalusian Dog) and Germany (e.g., The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari). Ulmer and Florey, in particular, no doubt saw the potential of the horror film being the perfect vehicle by which to surreptitiously assault dull American minds with their surrealist time bombs. And Lugosi, now firmly established as a horror star as a result of his indelible interpretation of Bram Stoker’s most famous creation, was the perfect actor to star in these films.


    The only reason Ulmer was able to make The Black Cat was because the head of Universal Studios, Carl Laemmle, Sr., happened to be out of the country at the time and wasn’t around to disapprove. By the time he returned, this strange little nightmare had already been committed to film. Despite Laemmle’s skepticism about the finished product, it went on to become the biggest grossing Universal film of that year. Yes, dull American minds could indeed handle a surrealist film — as long as they didn’t realize that that’s what they were watching. Surrealism, like so many other dirty little secrets in America, had to be hidden away in the basement and called by a somewhat more proper name so as not to disturb the neighbors.


    Everything worthwhile in America invariably ends up in the basement, if it wasn’t born there in the first place.


    


    7.


    “Nothing, in fact, can any longer prevent this country from being largely conquered. The hordes of words which, whatever one may say, Dada and Surrealism set about to let loose as though opening a Pandora’s box, are not of a kind to withdraw again for no good purpose […]. [C]onsider how far a handful of completely modern works, about which the very least one can say is that a particularly unhealthy atmosphere pervades them, has already wormed their way, admirably and perversely, into the public consciousness […].”


    André Breton, “Second Manifesto of Surrealism,” 1930


    


    Periodically, the gardener’s dirty little secret will sneak out of the basement and wander around the grounds of Mrs. Kessler’s former home. On the night of her wedding anniversary, she looks up at the window and whispers, “I’m afraid to come home. He’d kill me. You’d kill anybody.” What does this mean? Is she predicting the future? Is she making this happen? (A self-fulfilling prophecy?) Or does she understand something about her husband’s personality of which Kessler himself is not even aware?


    The sight of his missing wife seems to stun and bewilder Kessler. He slips into a sort of self-induced trance and wanders into the maid’s room. Here Lewis makes the most of his environment to stage a scene of mounting terror. The use of popular music emerging from the maid’s radio in the background serves as an innocuous counterpoint to the grim reality of the murder unfolding before our eyes. It’s a disturbing (and, in a way, darkly humorous) technique that has been used often since. Two examples leap immediately to mind: Stanley Kubrick’s use of the song “Singin’ in the Rain” during a brutal rape scene in A Clockwork Orange (1972) and Martin Scorsese’s use of Donovan’s 1960s folk song “Atlantis” during an equally violent scene in Goodfellas (1990).


    In this first murder scene Lewis also makes use of very effective close-ups and subjective shots to put the audience in the place of the victim while the murder is occurring, a disturbing technique since exploited multiple times in far less stylish serial killer films produced throughout the 1970s, ‘80s, and beyond. The fact that Lewis’ use of this technique remains effective to this day, due primarily to Lewis’ subtlety and timing, indicates that this B-film may actually have been slightly ahead of its time rather than several steps behind it, as was suggested in many contemporary reviews. The New York Daily News, for example, called Lewis’ direction “inadequate” and The New York Daily Mirror called it “terrible.” Ironically, Lewis’ direction is the one element in the film least vulnerable to criticism.


    As the maid, Cecile (Terry Walker), shudders in fear and confusion, Kessler slips off his bathrobe slowly and deliberately: a perverse striptease. An expression of both sexual desire and anger flares in Kessler’s eyes, then the kindly old philanthropist proceeds to strangle the woman to death. This is the most effective scene in the film, the showstopper that remains in one’s mind even if one is indifferent (or even hostile) to the rest of the film.


    The next morning, when the maid’s body is discovered, Kessler has no memory of having committed the crime and is as baffled as everyone else, including the police. Ralph Dickson (John McGuire), the boyfriend of Virginia Kessler (Polly Ann Young), Charles Kessler’s daughter, is accused of the crime by the authorities due to the fact that Ralph had been Virginia’s lover, was being blackmailed by her, and lacks a strong alibi. Despite the fact that Charles Kessler does everything he can to save the young man (he even appeals to the Governor), Ralph is executed for the crime committed by Charles Kessler.


    The Freudian cues couldn’t be more obvious, nor could they be overlooked by any true surrealist. Not only is the young maid a stand-in for Kessler’s missing, adulterous wife, but by killing the woman Kessler has also eliminated the only rival for his daughter’s affections, Ralph. Kessler’s intense love/hatred for his wife will soon extend over to his daughter as well.


    After Ralph is murdered by the state, who should appear on Kessler’s doorstep? Ralph’s doppelganger, his “ghost,” a twin brother belatedly seeking answers to his brother’s death. Paul Dickson (also played by John McGuire) wants nothing more than to uncover the real murderer of Cecile. The night of his arrival, Paul almost becomes Kessler’s next victim.


    Once again Kessler spots his wife through the window, nearly kills Paul, but instead decides to strangle Jules the gardener while the man is in the kitchen retrieving some food for Mrs. Kessler. Lewis effectively stages the murder by employing shadows thrown on the walls of the kitchen.


    Kessler has managed to merge the waking and dream states into one and lives out fully his nightmares (dreams? secret desires?) without the messiness and inconvenience of having to remember what he’s done in the morning. He doesn’t even remember not wanting to remember. He can be the well-liked philanthropist the town very much wants him to be (“He’s an important man around here,” a police detective admits at one point, no doubt the main reason none of the policemen accuse him of the murders) while also fulfilling his dream life without any guilt whatsoever. He’s gone beyond Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Jekyll at least takes the initiative and brings about his bifurcation willingly. Kessler isn’t even aware that he wants to be bifurcated. His disassociation is perfect and complete.


    In the 1920s Salvador Dali began experimenting with what he called “paranoic” double visions, a perfect melding of two distinct images. His 1929 surrealist painting Invisible Man, in which two fluid landscapes overlap and appear to form a single scene, is a prime example. Perhaps the screenwriters, or even Joseph Lewis himself, were thinking of this painting when they chose the final title for the film (the working title throughout production was The Phantom Killer), for Charles Kessler is very clearly a “paranoic” double vision given human form.


    This double vision, having easily skirted the law once the body of the gardener is found in his kitchen, imposes itself on the world around him one last time when he sees his wife’s face only inches outside his window one rainy night. Lewis’ use of noir lighting enlivens this scene considerably. It prefigures his masterful use of lighting in his future noir masterpieces such as Gun Crazy and The Big Combo (1955). In fact, Invisible Ghost, while also being borderline surrealism, could be considered borderline noir as well. Not only does Lewis’ involvement with this film underscore this connection, but so does the presence of actor John McGuire, who gave such an effective star performance in what many film critics believe to be the first genuine film noir: Boris Ingster’s The Stranger on the Third Floor (1940) co-starring McGuire and Peter Lorre. Surrealism? Noir? Horror? Drama? Theatre of the Absurd? The film is a mixture of all of these elements, like a dream that meanders from one disjointed scenario to another, or a nightmare that defies convenient analysis. To some extent, Invisible Ghost defies any convenient label, including such shallow descriptions as “good” or “bad.”


    Charles Kessler defies such descriptions as well. He’s neither “good” nor “bad” because he never intends on creating any harm. It’s clear from his third confrontation with his wife’s “phantom” that Kessler is frustrated by his inability to resolve his lingering, psychic connections to his missing wife. At one point, after his wife’s spectral visage has vanished into the rain and the darkness, Kessler impotently strokes and claws at the glass, as if wanting to caress and choke his wife at the same time. But he can do neither. So he simply balls his fists in frustration. The scene fades out, and resumes the next morning. It’s not until later that we learn Kessler has — in the middle of the night — destroyed his wife’s portrait, one that he has doted over constantly throughout the film. The second he sees the vandalized painting, Kessler whispers, “I wonder if anyone was hurt,” as if he’s subconsciously aware of the “paranoic” double vision that he has become. A few minutes later we learn that Kessler has strangled a police officer in the night (one of the very same detectives posted in the house in order to prevent another murder) and has, rather puckishly (and most improbably), arranged the body so that it appears to be standing behind the curtains in the living room. The second the curtains are parted, the corpse goes tumbling facedown onto the floor.


    Though Kessler is surprised by this development, he’s far more distressed by the vandalized portrait in the hallway. Paul Dickson finds a thread attached to the painting. The thread matches Kessler’s bathrobe. So, naturally (per 1941 American logic), the police suspect Kessler’s black butler, Evans (Clarence Muse), of both the vandalism and the murder. In Invisible Ghost Muse manages to turn in a sober and serious performance in what might otherwise have been a clichéd “Step-n-fetch-it” type of role. Despite the rambling script, Muse remains the anchor amidst the dream-like proceedings, the only character who responds sensibly to the strange events swirling around him. Against tremendous odds, Muse succeeds in bringing a great deal of dignity to a minor role. (It should be noted that Muse appeared in a previous film with Lugosi, the Halperin Brothers’ low budget masterpiece, White Zombie.)


    Near the end of the film, Evans is being interrogated by two police detectives, a psychiatrist, Paul Dickson, and Charles Kessler. Except for Kessler, they all seem to suspect Evans of the murder. The look on Muse’s face is both amusing and realistic. One can hear the thoughts in his mind simply by reading his expressions: Well, I knew this had to happen sooner or later. When it comes down to accusing the wealthy white philanthropist or the black butler of murder, the butler’s always going to lose.


    In this film, however, the black butler does not lose. Fortunately for Evans, Mrs. Kessler must sneak into the house more and more frequently to scrounge for food due to the fact that her husband has strangled the one person on the grounds who knew Mrs. Kessler was still alive. Thus, with the gardener dead, there’s no one around to bring her sustenance anymore. A pair of police detectives find Mrs. Kessler in the kitchen gnawing on a chicken leg. Due to her rambling, the officers immediately recognize that she’s crazy and drag her upstairs. The second Kessler sees her, he slips into another trance and tries to strangle the lead detective. The only person in the room noticeably relieved by this development is Evans.


    While Kessler is strangling the detective, Lewis intercuts two scenes of Mrs. Kessler dying in another room. Why she’s dying now is a mystery that’s never explained. There’s no reason for it at all. Except…


    Except perhaps she’s dying because Kessler has no need for her anymore. The secret in the basement of his mind has now been revealed before witnesses. His “paranoic” double vision has been exposed to others, and therefore to himself. Perhaps Mrs. Kessler never survived that car crash at all. She even tells her husband in this final scene that she’s “dead.” Perhaps she is a ghost, in a way. Perhaps she’s what the Tibetans call a “tulpa,” a physical being manifested in three dimensions by the power of the mind — in this case, Kessler’s mind. He desperately wanted to see his wife, and he desperately did not want to see his wife. He desperately wanted his wife to return to him so he could love her again. He desperately wanted his wife to return to him so he could strangle her to death. This bifurcation in his psyche resolved itself by conjuring up her “ghost.” Once that bifurcation was revealed to others, and therefore — by extension — himself, he no longer had any need for her. So she died.


    And once the tulpa dies, Kessler is released from her spell — a spell he put on himself by conjuring her in the first place.


    The two Kesslers are the perfect melding of two distinct images, as in Dali’s Invisible Man. Mr. Kessler is Mrs. Kessler (the fact that she has no first name in the script is certainly suggestive of her lack of individual identity), and Mrs. Kessler is Mr. Kessler. Both one and the same. Both invisible and visible at the same time. Both entwined on a psychic plane far beyond matrimony. Bonded by pain more than love. Products of the same consciousness. Till death do they part.


    And part they do. Mrs. Kessler dies (disappears?), and Mr. Kessler is led away by the police past the torn portrait in the hall. Kessler stops in front of it for a moment and says, “I knew you’d come back to me.” Of course he did. In a way, he’d summoned her in the first place. He’d made her live and breathe again with nothing more than convulsive desire.


    


    8.


    “Beauty will be CONVULSIVE, or will not be at all.”


    André Breton, Nadja, 1928


    


    If you’re still not convinced that Invisible Ghost is an example of borderline cinematic surrealism par excellence, then consider this recent development. In 2002 Martin Arnold, the Austrian avant-garde artist, created a conceptual piece titled Deanimated: The Invisible Ghost. Worldscinema, a website devoted to archiving experimental films from around the globe, describes Deanimated as:


    


    […] an installation piece for projection as a 60-minute loop in gallery spaces. Deanimated is literally displaced from the theater environment typical of film spectatorship, slightly blurring the boundaries between the spaces of projection and reception.


    


    Deanimated: The Invisible Ghost is based on the 1941 horror film The Invisible Ghost with the lead actors Bela Lugosi, Polly Ann Young, and John McGuire. In Deanimated the actors are gradually eliminated [via digital manipulation] and thus the narrative loses it coherence. What remains are backgrounds, erratic camera movements that seem to move without focus throughout the room, capturing ghostly changes in light and shadows. In this project, Arnold asks fundamental philosophical questions about human existence and presence in absence. Although the actors are missing, they leave behind traces (such as […] dust stirring up…) and are experienced precisely in their absence as a ghostly, unreal present. [11]


    


    Deanimated can only be seen as an installation piece, separating it even further from the world of cinema. If one wishes to see it, one can’t be a passive spectator. One has to actively seek it out. In Deanimated one sees Lewis’ camera wandering through empty corridors and basements and dimly lit bedrooms, creating a disconcerting experience. If one has never seen the original film upon which it is based, one is left with a sense of having taken a trip through an alien, haunted world. If one has seen the film before, one is left with the feeling of having revisited a familiar world with an altered consciousness, like returning to a childhood home after having been away for many years. The architecture is the same, but all the people you once knew are gone. A sense of deep loss permeates Deanimated, and one walks away from the installation imbued with the same sense of desolation and psychic bifurcation that Charles Kessler himself must have felt as the police led him down his own haunted corridor and past the mutilated portrait of his dead wife one final time. Deanimated strips the architecture of Kessler’s mind down to its bare essentials, revealing what the original film only hints at: Everyone in the film is an invisible ghost, a projection of a disordered consciousness. Kessler’s home certainly is haunted; it’s haunted by Kessler himself, and his inability to let go of the wholly illusory image of his less-than-perfect wife to which he stubbornly grasps. To let go of the past.


    Arnold had previously created a similar installation based on the Andy Hardy comedies of the 1930s, ‘40s, and ‘50s starring Mickey Rooney. In Alone. Life Wastes Andy Hardy (1998) Arnold digitally manipulates the original images to
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