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INTRODUCTION

A Secret World of Fears and Dreams

Anything that’s different, anything that’s unconventional, anything where I can surprise somebody is always interesting …—Christopher Lee, to Jane Killick, Shivers #13 (December 1994)

When Sir Christopher Lee passed away at the age of 93 on Sunday June 7, 2015, it was truly the end of an era. He was the last of the great horror stars, a hallowed lineage that began with Lon Chaney, Bela Lugosi and Boris Karloff in the 1920s and ’30s, and continued with Lee’s contemporaries Peter Cushing and Vincent Price in the latter half of the 20th century.

Given that they make the unbelievable believable, the stars of horror films deserve wider recognition for their art, especially as even good actors can fail to convince in genre roles. Compare Robert De Niro’s Monster in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1993) and Richard Roxburgh’s Dracula in Van Helsing (2003) to Lee’s performances of the same parts and you’ll see what I mean. Moreover, contrast Laurence Olivier’s Van Helsing in the 1978 Dracula with Peter Cushing’s interpretation of the character, and you’ll find yourself wishing to see what Cushing could have made of King Lear.
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Christopher Lee, Hazel Court and Anton Diffring attending a Hammer Christmas party.



“Dracula—the shame of it!” Olivier complained to his son on accepting the vampire hunter role. But why should he have felt that way? After all, Shakespeare was not ashamed when he used supernatural effects to enhance his plays (the witches of Macbeth, the ghost of Hamlet’s father and the monstrous Caliban of The Tempest, to name but three examples). The monsters of folklore have provided the lifeblood of our storytelling culture since the earliest shamans donned their pelts. Despite this, a sneering critical attitude still prevails when it comes to horror cinema, as if, in the eyes of “highbrow” critics, the imagination and emotions that genre films cater to are qualities to be ashamed of, rather than explored.
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“Invite Christopher Lee inside your living room,” says the ad for a record that appeared in a 1977 issue of House of Hammer magazine.



To my mind, Dracula is a classical role up there with Hamlet and Richard III that any actor worth his salt would be willing to sink his teeth into. And no one sank their teeth into the part more times onscreen than Christopher Lee, whose accomplishments in the genre are far more varied than one might initially expect.

I first became acquainted with Lee in the summer of 1987, when I was a monster-fixated six-year-old. The previous year, I had fallen under the spell of Lugosi’s Dracula (1930), Karloff’s Frankenstein (1931) and The Mummy (1932), and Lon Chaney, Jr.’s The Wolf Man (1941) during a Channel 4 season of Universal horror films. Thanks to forbidden glances at Fangoria magazine on the racks of my local news agent, I was also aware of Freddy Krueger’s gruesome visage from A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984) and sequels. Until I saw Christopher Lee, however, I’d never realized that there was an Eastman Color bridge between the quaint, black-and-white horrors of the Universal era and those grisly Elm Street pictures.

I’ll never forget creeping downstairs that fateful Friday night and catching the closing moments of Hammer’s Dracula (1957) on television. Unused to seeing the vampire character in color, at first I thought I was watching a commercial (I recall Dracula being used to advertise cigars at this time). When I saw the Count crumble into dust, however, I knew this was the real deal.

The program was Hammer: The Studio That Dripped Blood!—an excellent BBC documentary, which I sat down to watch in full the following morning, my parents having videotaped it. I was especially shocked by a clip from The Curse of Frankenstein (1956) which showed Lee’s Creature throttling Peter Cushing. What alarmed me most was that the monster’s head wasn’t square (as Boris Karloff’s had been), but rounded, giving the Creature a more pathetically human look. Hammer’s sense of realism brought the horror closer, made it more direct. To my young eyes, Karloff’s Monster was a misunderstood, child-like being, whereas Lee’s creation, with its lightning-fast lunges, was far more visceral and frightening.

Lee and Cushing could also be seen in the documentary, but while Cushing was interviewed at home, with a porcelain figure of Winston Churchill looking on from the windowsill, Lee was filmed in a gloomy, candlelit studio, which lent his face the shadowy look of Dracula. Nevertheless, he was able to discuss his work with typical insight: “What we did was to create a morality play. It was a fairy story. It really was fantasy, it was magic …”

The documentary preceded a season of Hammer films on BBC 2 which included Dracula: Prince of Darkness (1965), Rasputin: The Mad Monk (1965), Dracula Has Risen from the Grave (1968) and The Devil Rides Out (1967). As well as seeing Lee in the aforementioned horrors, I also thrilled to his performances in more family-oriented fare such as The Three Musketeers (1973), The Man with the Golden Gun (1974) and Return from Witch Mountain (1977). I would sit through any film he appeared in, collecting them on video. At the age of 19, I plucked up the courage to write to the great man. I didn’t expect a response, I just wanted to let him know how much his work meant to me. Over a year later, I was pleasantly surprised to receive a photo in response to my gushy letter, complete with printed signature (“Warmest regards, Christopher Lee”).

This book, then, is my tribute to those treasured years of imagination. My aim is for a comprehensive overview of Lee’s work in the horror genre, including books, audio recordings and video games (most of which have never been examined in detail before). For the main part, dates given are those of production rather than release and, due to the tiresome preponderance of alternative monikers, I have decided to call the films by their most familiar English-language titles. I have also conducted new interviews with Lee’s co-workers, some of them speaking here for the first time, which shed fresh light upon the man and his work. (Unless otherwise stated, quotes from Lee himself are taken from his autobiography, Tall, Dark and Gruesome, published by Midnight Marquee Press.)

But, before we go on, let us first define “horror.” Lee famously hated the word, preferring “terror.” The Mummy (1959) “certainly wasn’t a horror film,” he told John Brosnan, and: “You can’t call [Lon Chaney’s] The Hunchback of Notre Dame a horror film.” (“I can,” was Brosnan’s blithe response.)

As this exchange illustrates, horror can be a subjective term. Lee would most likely be unimpressed by The Wicker Man (1972) being described as a horror film, but I am happy to call it just that—for not only does this movie horrify us, it also appeals to our sense of wonder and imagination.

An element of the otherworldly is, I believe, essential to a good horror film. The best, and even worst, of the genre can be experienced with the same feeling of magic and awe that one finds in, say, The Wizard of Oz (1939) or The 5,000 Fingers of Dr. T (1952). As well as presenting scenes of great creative beauty, the allegories of horror films can reveal far more about life than so-called “naturalistic” dramas designed specifically to depict “reality” (which often forget that imagination is a fundamental part of the human condition anyway). In fact, far from being merely escapist, horror allows us to confront the more searching questions of existence: Who are we? Where do we come from? Where are we going?

In addition, the words “horror film,” for me at least, conjure up the cozy thrill of being huddled in the darkness before a glowing screen, an equivalent to the reading of ghost stories round the fire in more distant times. A further appeal lies within the genre’s romantic imagery, derived mainly from Gothic literature—a world of haunted castles, mist-shrouded cemeteries and lurching monsters, in which our own inner lives are explored, our secret world of fears and dreams.

“The best horror films are adult fairy tales, no more and no less,” director Terence Fisher wrote in his Foreword to Alan Frank’s 1977 book Horror Films, before pointing out that film, with all of its trickery, is the ideal medium for imaginative expression. After all, it was Georges Méliès (1861-1938) who, at the turn of the 20th century, first realized that cinema could show us more than trains arriving at stations. By presenting such wondrous visions as giant snow-beasts, expanding heads and a rocket in the eye of the Moon, Méliès gave filmmakers the key to let loose their internal worlds, and cinemagoers were all the richer.

The “adult fairy tales” Lee made with Terence Fisher are a vital part of British cinema. Not only were they the first versions of Dracula and Frankenstein to be made in color, but Hammer were also the first to film these classic works in the country that they were written. As David Pirie points out, in his seminal tome A Heritage of Horror (1973), the Gothic horror film is as indigenous to Britain as the Western is to America.

In addition, the range of the Horror Film seems far broader than any other genre. As well as the traditional elements mentioned above, secular shockers like Psycho (1959), or even Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (1963), can fall within the horror category, what with their imaginative staging of frightening possibilities. This book, however, will focus on films in the supernatural vein, and/or those that were clearly packaged as terror ventures, even if their content was less horrific than the advertising suggested (e.g., the Fu Manchu series).

Also included are horror-science fiction hybrids like Night of the Big Heat (1967) and projects in which the actor’s renown as a “horror star” was clearly part of the deal (e.g., his guest-villain spots on cult TV shows like The Avengers [1961-1969]). Regrettably, Lee’s out-and-out fantasy sagas, such as Arabian Adventure (1978) or The Lord of the Rings (2000), will not be covered in any depth as they were marketed outside of the Horror Film’s usual target audience. They will, however, be mentioned within the text, along with the actor’s other notable work.

While all of Lee’s Hammer horrors are, of course, explored in depth, there is no room, alas, for similar treatment to be accorded the two swashbucklers he made for the company, The Pirates of Blood River (1961) and The Devil-Ship Pirates (1963). Although the latter was issued by Warner Home Video in 1999 with “Horror Classic” daubed across its blood-red packaging, it is no such thing. While this serves as a good example of how synonymous Lee’s name is with the genre, it’s worth noting that his work in other fields earned him the record for most onscreen sword fights and made him an honorary member of at least three stunt unions. According to the Guinness Book of World Records, Lee made more films than any other actor.
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Alan Frank, who appeared as an extra in Corridors of Blood, then turned to authoring books—many covers featuring the likeness of Christopher Lee (the artist here is Les Edwards).



With such accomplishments, would Lee have welcomed an in-depth exploration of his horror legacy? After all, it’s been broadly reported that he wished to distance himself from his Dracula portrayals, especially in later years. While answering questions at the 2013 Locarno Film Festival, for example, the actor felt compelled to say: “I made very few [horror films]. I counted them the other day … maybe 12?”—a conservative estimate that would make this present volume very slim indeed.

Are we to take from this that the actor was ashamed of his horror association?

In actual fact, of all the stars connected to the genre, Lee was the one who loved it the most. From an early age, his reading habits embraced the macabre; this healthy regard for fantastic literature is evidenced by a judicious selection of tales, and enlightened editorial comments, within several anthologies. One such book, The Great Villains (1978), saw Lee expound upon his approach to screen villainy: “Villains … are very often tragic, desperately unhappy creatures who have been pushed into their wicked ways by sheer force of circumstances. As an actor, it is above all this aspect of villainy, ‘the loneliness of evil’ as I call it, which most fascinates me.”
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A smiling Dracula played by Christopher Lee.



Furthermore, in his Introduction to Vampire Stories (Michael O’Mara Books, 1992), Peter Cushing recalled that his “very dear” friend’s party piece was a recitation of the Dylan Thomas poem “Welsh Vampire.” Cushing described the “bloodcurdling relish” which Lee brought to the rhyme, adding that it “always went down extremely well.” This is hardly the behavior of a man who felt ashamed of his bloodsucking past. He even named his pet cat Renfield (because it ate flies).

Lee also kept up with scary films at the cinema, often citing The Night of the Hunter (1954) and Rosemary’s Baby (1967) as favorites. When the opportunity to produce his own movie came about in 1972, he didn’t make a historical romance or screwball comedy, but chose to make a horror film (Nothing But the Night).

It was around then that Lee, ironically, became disenchanted with the way the genre was presented onscreen: His own tasteful effort found itself upstaged at the box office by an ever-increasing display of cheap, exploitative devices, such as misogyny and gratuitous brutality, which left little to the imagination. As a result, one doesn’t have to dig very far to find opinions of the kind Lee expressed to Craig Cabell and Howard Maxford in Shivers #50 (February 1998): “I’ve often been quoted as saying that I would never do another horror movie, and that’s totally untrue. What I did say was: ‘I’m not going to make any more poorly-made horror movies.”

By 2009, the actor was telling CNN: “I find it quite nauseating what they do [today] … The blood is all over the screen like an avalanche—the mutilation—dreadful things, and I just don’t enjoy that.” Lee was referencing such modern franchises as Friday the 13th (1979-2008), Saw (2003-2019) and Hostel (2005-2011), which forsake the ghost-train chills of his own output and emphasize special effects above acting. By contrast, Lee’s philosophy was always: “What you don’t see is far more frightening than what you do see.”

What he objected to, therefore, was not imagination, but lack of imagination—particularly in the way his persona was reflected by the media.

For instance, when Lee was knighted in 2009, even the respectable newspapers carried headlines like ARISE, SIR DRACULA and KNIGHT OF THE LIVING DEAD—all of which were accompanied by blood-smeared portraits of the actor as Dracula. BBC News actually emblazoned their footage of Lee outside Buckingham Palace with the words DRACULA KNIGHTED. While I had previously been baffled by Lee’s reported reluctance to discuss Dracula, when I saw all of this, I had sympathy.

Nonetheless, few actors have spanned the generations with such lasting appeal. One of the secrets to Lee’s longevity was an ability to keep with the times. From his ventures with Hammer—whose swift gradation of flesh and blood into a staid 1950s cinema broke new ground—to his work, in the next century, on numerous video games and interactive formats, Lee was constantly abreast of advancements in his industry. Consequently, this book can be read not only as an alternative history of the horror film, but also of the myriad developments within cinema itself.

So, without further ado, in the words of Bram Stoker’s immortal Count: “Enter freely. Go safely and leave something of the happiness you bring.” It is time for the lights to go down.
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Prince Charles bestows a knighthood on Christopher Lee.




Fallen Among Barbarians:

The Early Years 1922-1955

Just think of all the appalling people you’ll meet! —Christopher Lee’s mother, on learning that her son wanted to be an actor.

Christopher Frank Carandini Lee seemed predestined for a life in horror. At the time of his conception, the great German filmmaker, F.W. Murnau, was creating Nosferatu—the first screen adaptation of Bram Stoker’s Dracula and, in Lee’s opinion, “the greatest vampire film ever made” (The Monster Times, May 1972). In addition, Lee’s birth in London, on Saturday May 27, 1922, was not only preceded by a thunderstorm, but also coincided with the 11th birthday of Vincent Price (Peter Cushing had turned nine the day before).

The son of Geoffrey Lee (1879-1941), an ex-colonel of the King’s Royal Rifle Corps, and Estelle Marie (1889-1981), an Italian contessa, Christopher joined a sister, Xandra (1917-2002), who later became the mother of famed classical actress Dame Harriet Walter (b. 1950).

In a 2002 Sunday Times interview with Ann McFerran, Harriet—who eventually followed her uncle into the Star Wars franchise—recalls being inspired to take up acting after visiting the Hammer Dracula sets as a girl. She also remembered stuffing her bra with socks and donning high heels and dark glasses in order to get into a showing of Dracula: Prince of Darkness. “To me as a child, my uncle was a roving, exotic bachelor figure … The heart rate went up when he walked in the door.” It certainly did when she was nine years old, as Harriet told McFerran: “Soon after [The Mummy] came out, [Christopher] had supper with my parents, and came up to my bedroom to kiss me goodnight. He knocked on my door and his silhouette in the lighted corridor appeared in the doorway. Then he lurched into the dark bedroom and did his mummy’s walk towards me. I was absolutely terrified.” Nevertheless: “He was a great raconteur and a flamboyant dresser … so very handsome and very gentle.”

As well as being the great-grandson of opera singer Marie Carandini (“the Tasmanian Nightingale,” 1826-1894), Lee could trace his ancestry back, on his mother’s side, to the Holy Roman Emperor, Charlemagne (ca. 742-814). According to The Ingrid Pitt Bedside Companion for Vampire Lovers (Batsford, 1998), one of Charlemagne’s proclamations was “that anyone burning alleged vampires without good proof would themselves be executed.” Long after his own onscreen executions as a vampire, Lee himself discovered a personal lineage that stretched back to the 15th century (as he told Lee Bury in 1980): “I took part in a psychic regression session with Kebrina Kinkade and saw myself as a man of 70 lying on my deathbed. I didn’t see my burial, but I saw a plain stone with a coat of arms on it and the inscription, ‘He Served God and Man.’ I saw my name: Francesco di Sarsanio, Duke. This is extraordinary because my grandfather’s name—in this present life—was Francesco and he was the Marquis of Sarsanio.” Most amazingly, author Mark A. Miller notes that Lee was a distant relative (through his grandmother) of Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822)—a fact confirmed by the actor when he introduced Karloff’s Frankenstein on the Sci-Fi Channel in October 1993.
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Lee’s great-grandmother, Marie Carandini



Not only was Shelley one of England’s most celebrated Romantic poets, but the only two novels he authored, Zastrozzi and St. Irvyne (both published in 1810), are works of Gothic horror involving vengeful passions and devilish pacts. Shelley was also the partner of Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin (1797-1851), whom he married in December 1816. Earlier that year, on May 27 (the future birthdate of Christopher Lee), they joined Lord Byron and Dr. John Polidori at the Villa Diodati in Geneva, Switzerland—an event which led to the birth of the vampire and Frankenstein in literature.

Over 140 years later, Shelley’s descendant found fame in films based on those very concepts. In his 1974 book Christopher Lee’s New Chamber of Horrors, the actor revealed that when he later lived in Switzerland, he “took a house very close to the Villa Diodati” and visited the surroundings where Shelley and company “told their ghost stories that wet summer of 1816.”

Although growing up in auspicious surroundings, Lee’s half-Italian background incited racist taunts from peers (Boris Karloff, himself of Anglo-Indian heritage, had also suffered xenophobia when young; both actors would first earn success by portraying characters deemed as outsiders). When he was only six, Lee’s parents divorced, but, on a happier note, his mother’s second marriage brought a step-cousin in the shape of future James Bond creator, Ian Fleming (1908-1964). Around this time, Lee made a prescient acting debut in the name part of Rumpelstiltskin for a school production (Peter Cushing’s first kindergarten role was as a goblin, Vincent Price’s was as a sprite, and Boris Karloff was the Demon King in Cinderella). As Lee wrote in his autobiography: “I learned at the outset that the best lines are given to the baddies and that these make the most impact on the audience—especially if there is some pathos in their situation.”
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The artwork for one edition of Christopher Lee’s New Chambers of Horrors.



Aside from this pearl of wisdom, Lee seemed disinterested in anything else the education system had to offer. At the age of 14, he just missed out on the desired Eton scholarship—the interview for which had been conducted by ghost story writer extraordinaire M.R. James—and attended, instead, the more military-minded Wellington College. Discipline here was harsh, with canings meted out for the mildest offences: “It seemed I had fallen among barbarians,” Lee recorded in his memoirs, “with nothing to be done about that but grit it out for the next four years.”

The adolescent sought escape in fantasy: “I was a solitary by nature and spent much of my time reading books in trees.” Lee’s tastes in literature already ran to the fantastic as he absorbed works by Bram Stoker, Edgar Allan Poe and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, along with the supernatural tales of E.F. Benson and Algernon Blackwood, little appreciating that adaptations of the first three authors would loom large in his later career. A personal acquaintance with E.F. Benson came even earlier when the writer, a former Wellington pupil, revisited his old school to give a reading. In Christopher Lee’s New Chamber of Horrors, Lee recalled: “I can still hear his quiet voice chilling the blood of every single person in that room—I don’t think anyone, masters or pupils, slept a wink that night!”

The teenage Lee reached his final height of six feet four inches (“at night dreams came to me in which I was stretched out on the rack”). Towering above his classmates, he couldn’t help but feel further adrift (“I am surrounded by midgets. Their midgetry is enviable”). While holidaying in Paris, in the summer of 1939, he was taken to see the last public execution in France by a journalist friend of his stepfather’s, who could have been describing Lee’s future audiences when he said: “You’ll never forget how people behave. How people like to see blood.” The sight of the blade severing the murderer’s head left Lee “afflicted (as I would be ever more) by nightmares of the guillotine.”

That same year, along with the outbreak of World War II, Lee’s stepfather went bankrupt. To keep the wolves from the door, the 17-year-old was forced to abandon his education. Finding employment in a London office, he cast aside the drudgery of licking stamps and making tea by becoming a frequent attendee of the cinema. To author Jonathan Rigby, Lee confessed that he was “scared witless” by Bela Lugosi’s nasty British shocker The Dark Eyes of London (1939), little dreaming that he would one day be billed above that film’s leading lady, Greta Gynt, in the 1956 thriller Fortune is a Woman. “I saw almost everything that [Boris Karloff] did with Bela Lugosi,” Lee told Marcus Hearn of his cinema-going days, while describing the impact Frankenstein had on him as a youngster: “I was appropriately petrified, expecting [the Monster] to come up out of the floor and wake me up when I was in bed …” Despite this, Son of Frankenstein (1938) was Lee’s personal favorite of the Universal series, on accord of its cast. He also recalled enjoying the gruesome melodramas of Tod Slaughter.

Born Norman Carter Slaughter, in Newcastle upon Tyne, 1885, Tod brought his raised eyebrows and loping gait to a handful of films in the 1930s, perhaps the most effective being The Face at the Window (1939), with its galvanized corpse and drooling “wolf man.” Lee’s screen idol, however, was Conrad Veidt (1893-1943), whom historian Denis Gifford would call “the first great figure of fright” for his roles in The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919), Waxworks (1923) and The Student of Prague (1926). (He had also been Universal’s first choice to play Dracula before Bela Lugosi claimed the role; Lugosi had dubbed Veidt’s voice for the Hungarian-language sound version of The Last Performance [1927]). A mere two days after seeing him as The Spy in Black (1938), a gobsmacked Lee encountered Veidt on a golf course, and was further awed when the German star deigned to chat to his young fan for a good half hour, before departing to Hollywood and films like Casablanca (1942).

After the death of his father in 1941, Lee joined the RAF, but his enthusiasm to aid the war effort as a pilot was hampered by a defective optic nerve. His initial disappointment was countered shortly thereafter by successful application into Intelligence work, firstly as a prison warder for the Rhodesian Police Force. Here, Lee experienced the first of many wartime horrors (including two wounded buttocks, seven bouts of malaria and various concentration camp visits), which instilled in him a staggering emotional breadth to put to use as an actor. While filming The Lord of the Rings some 60 years later, director Peter Jackson instructed Lee to cry out when his character was stabbed in the back. The actor, recalling his own experience, questioned this decision and emitted instead a more truthful noise. “All wars are terrible,” Lee told an audience at the Rome Film Festival in 2009, “and most of the time they’re political. I’ve seen things done in wartime which I’ve tried to forget …”

After the war, Lee felt somewhat aimless on his return to London. While regaling his mother’s cousin, Niccolo Carandini, with his exploits over lunch one afternoon, the older man took note of Lee’s story-telling skills and suggested: “Have you ever thought of being an actor?”

Against his mother’s wishes, Lee acquired an introduction to Josef Somlo of Two Cities Films. Somlo took one look at the novice thespian and declared: “I don’t know why people waste my time sending me people like you. You are much too tall to be an actor, and you are far too foreign-looking.” These were words that Lee would hear repeatedly during the formative years of his career, but they only served to make him more determined.

Lee secured dramatic training at the J. Arthur Rank Company of Youth (better known today as the “Rank Charm School”) where his fellow students included Diana Dors (Nothing But the Night), Hazel Court (The Curse of Frankenstein), Carol Marsh (Dracula), and Patricia Owens (future leading lady of The Fly). From here, he embarked to Paris in February 1947 for his first film: Produced by Rudolph Cartier (who would go on to direct the BBC’s Quatermass serials, as well as Nineteen Eighty-Four with Peter Cushing), Corridor of Mirrors is a twee but visually resplendent fairy tale, which concerns an age-spanning romance between Edana Romney—who also wrote and co-produced—and Eric Portman—star of Tod Slaughter’s Maria Marten (1935) and The Crimes of Stephen Hawke (1936). The film’s opulent shadows, courtesy of cinematographer André Thomas, are invested with a Cocteau-like sensibility, and, in a portent of things to come, the story is conveyed from a Chamber of Horrors wax exhibit. While Lee can make little impact with his single onscreen line (“Take a look, standing in the entrance: Lord Byron”), Corridor of Mirrors does mark an impressive debut for director Terence Young (1915-1994). Not only did Young go on to establish the cinematic character of James Bond with Dr. No (1962), From Russia with Love (1963) and Thunderball (1965) but he also directed Wait Until Dark (1967), a film which Stephen King cites, in Danse Macabre, as one of the scariest ever made.

Corridor of Mirrors would go on to become one of the movies introduced by Maila Nurmi’s iconic horror host on The Vampira Show (1954-1955), where it nestled alongside cheapies like King of the Zombies (1941), The Flying Serpent (1945) and Strangler of the Swamp (1945). It also features Lois Maxwell (1927-2007), to whom Lee became briefly engaged. The romance broke off, however, when Lois was summoned by Warner Bros. to Hollywood, where her attendant publicity wondered whether her fiancé “will come here to make movies or she will go to England.” As it was, Lee remained at home (Maxwell would later be spooked by The Haunting [1962] and immortalized as Miss Moneypenny in the James Bond films, including Lee’s The Man with the Golden Gun).
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Christopher Lee and Edana Romney in his first film Corridor of Mirrors (1947)



It was while filming his second movie, One Night with You (1947), at Denham Studios that Lee slipped into his third: Hearing that Laurence Olivier was both directing and starring as Hamlet on the soundstage next door, Lee snuck onto the set, garbed in a stray spear carrier’s outfit. The Player King scene was being shot (with future Hammer regular Patrick Troughton) and at its dramatic denouement, Lee heaved out a great cry of “Lights!” Despite his efforts, Lee can neither be heard nor seen in the finished film. Peter Cushing, on the other hand, is quite visible as the King’s messenger, Osric.

“If I played Hamlet, they’d call it a horror film,” Cushing once said. A tale of ghosts, madness and murder, which takes place within a gloomy, mist-wreathed castle, Hamlet can’t be described as anything but. Especially effective is Olivier’s realization of the ghost. In a decade when Hollywood preferred to render its supernatural aspects unseen, the phantom’s nightly visitations atop the battlements are as terrifying as anything in a legitimate horror film—something which late ’40s audiences were starved of.

Deeming their gruesome imagery a threat to wartime morale, the British Board of Film Classification (BBFC) had banned the importation of horror films altogether between 1942 and 1945. With the embargo lifted after the war, Ealing Studios, soon to be famed for their comedies, created the classic portmanteau chiller Dead of Night (1945). Considering this film’s commercial and critical success, the non-emergence of further supernatural efforts is quite surprising, with British filmmakers erring on the side of caution in fear of upsetting the censors. By this stage, Hollywood Gothics were also on hiatus, their cut-off point marked by the Christmas Day 1946 premiere of The Beast with Five Fingers (distributed in the UK by Hammer’s subsidiary company Exclusive). Robert Florey’s delirious tale co-stars Peter Lorre with a disembodied hand and ends with some unnecessary comic mugging from J. Carroll Naish. Presumably because wartime audiences had supped full of real-life horrors, the genre next descended into complete parody with titles like Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948), Mother Riley Meets the Vampire (1951), and Bela Lugosi Meets a Brooklyn Gorilla (1952). Although there were odd exceptions, like House of Wax (1953), it wasn’t until Hammer released its Christopher Lee-starrers The Curse of Frankenstein and Dracula that Gothic horror would flourish once more.
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Christopher Lee as a child



Akin to Hamlet, in the dearth of bona fide fright films, post-war British cinema abounds with images that capture a succinct mood of terror. For example, David Lean’s Great Expectations (1946), with its glowering skies, clutching trees and Miss Havisham in her cobwebbed room, or the staring dead eyes of Edith Evans in The Queen of Spades (1948), the Draculean manifestations of Robert Helpmann for The Tales of Hoffmann (1950) and the black-shrouded Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come in Scrooge (1951).

On Christmas Eve, 1947, exactly 10 years prior to shooting the climax of Dracula, Lee filmed a single scene for another quasi-Gothic, Basil Dearden’s Saraband for Dead Lovers. Unfortunately, Lee’s sequence was cut, as it was felt that, even in blonde wig and on horseback, he resembled the film’s star, Stewart Granger, too closely.

Lee was very much evident, however, as murderous artist Jonathan Blair in the airy thriller Penny and the Pownall Case (1947). Speaking with a slightly lighter voice than one is used to, and gracing his early appearances with a wide, boyish smile, Lee is quite impressive in his first leading role, even if it’s evident from his later scenes that he had yet to learn how to fully relax in front of the cameras. Nonetheless, this 47-minute film is of historical importance for being the first ever British feature to be scored by a female composer: Elisabeth Lutyens (1906-1983). She would go on to write music for Dr. Terror’s House of Horrors, The Skull and Theatre of Death. Furthermore, Penny and the Pownall Case marks the first of Lee’s many onscreen deaths; the actor even had the same altercation with director, H.E. “Slim” Hand, on how it should be done, as he did with Peter Jackson over half a century later (“I felt I knew about people dying …”).

The director of his next film proved far more amenable. A Song for Tomorrow (1948), in which Lee has a bit part as a nightclub compère, is notable for being his first for Terence Fisher. It’s somewhat incredible that within his foremost year as a professional actor, Lee had appeared, albeit briefly, in films with Gothic touches and with artists who would be so vital to his later, full-blown ventures in that genre. Even more incredibly, Lee would next work with several people who had played an important hand in horror’s glorious past.

After a failed audition for Blithe Spirit author Noël Coward (“Looks like an undertaker,” the Maestro muttered from the stalls), Lee performed his first onscreen duel (against Gregory Peck) in Captain Horatio Hornblower R.N. (1950). This led to similar swashbuckling duties with Burt Lancaster on The Crimson Pirate (1951). Although ostensibly an actioner, the film includes such fantasy interpolations as makeshift submarines, anachronistic hot air balloons and flame-throwing tanks made from barrels. Despite having only two lines of dialogue as henchman to the villainous Baron Gruda (Attack of the Crab Monsters’ Leslie Bradley), Lee is a glowering, bearded presence in green velvet, clasping Eva Bartok (c. 1927-1998) against a Mediterranean backdrop.

A concentration camp survivor, the Hungarian-born Bartok would go on to star in Spaceways (1952)—a forerunner to Hammer’s Quatermass series—and another British sci-fi piece, The Gamma People (1955). She is best remembered by horror fans, however, for her role in Mario Bava’s Blood and Black Lace (1963).

The Crimson Pirate’s rich cinematography was the first Technicolor assignment for Otto Heller (1896-1970), the renowned cameraman who had brought chiaroscuro depth to The Queen of Spades and would later lens Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom (1959), as well as The Curse of the Mummy’s Tomb (1964) for Hammer.

Direction came courtesy of Robert Siodmak (1900-1973)—the man behind genre classics Son of Dracula (1943), Cobra Woman (1943), and The Spiral Staircase (1945).

But Siodmak wasn’t the only connection to Universal horror that Lee encountered during this period. In late 1951, he featured as a slave trader in Edgar G. Ulmer’s Babes in Bagdad. Purveyor of the perverse Karloff and Lugosi masterpiece The Black Cat (1934), Ulmer’s career ranged from scenic artist duties on 1920’s The Golem, to helming cult favorites Bluebeard (1944), The Man from Planet X (1950) and Daughter of Dr. Jekyll (1956).

While filming Babes in Bagdad in Spain, Lee would attend the opera with his director. Ulmer “was a little strange, slightly inward,” he told Tom Johnson and Mark A. Miller, and “found it difficult to express himself.” Further up the Babes in Bagdad cast list was John Boles—the romantic lead of James Whale’s Frankenstein. In a 2004 interview with Marcus Hearn, Lee recalled Boles regaling him with tales of the “rather strange” Colin Clive, who’d played the equally tormented Henry Frankenstein. Two years later, however, Lee came face to face with the Monster.

Based upon the fiction of John Dickinson Carr, Colonel March of Scotland Yard (1952-1953) was a tailor-made TV vehicle for Boris Karloff, who, in fetching eye patch, heads the “Department of Queer Complaints,” some of which border on the supernatural. In the series’ fifth episode, “At Night All Cats Are Grey,” Lee plays a French fashion designer suspected of murdering one of his models. “I liked him from the first,” Lee wrote of Boris, although, on this occasion, he was much too awestruck to talk to the screen legend. Nevertheless, the younger actor is able to hold his own against Karloff onscreen, even if he rather gives himself away with some overly shifty acting during the Colonel’s investigation.

In the summer of 1952, Lee made his second film with future Frankenstein, Peter Cushing. Moulin Rouge is John Huston’s zestful biopic of artist Toulouse-Lautrec (an Oscar-nominated José Ferrer). In one brief scene, Lee plays the pipe-smoking founder of pointillism, Georges Seurat, seated at a sidewalk café in Paris, discussing Lautrec’s state of mind with friends. Huston’s sole line of direction to Lee, “Just be yourself, kid,” may seem glib, but it is actually good advice for screen acting and the results can be seen in the natural warmth that comes across in Lee’s reactions. While Cushing can be spotted as one of Lautrec’s romantic rivals, a further horror connection comes via Freddie Francis, who served as the film’s camera operator. Parenthetically, at the outset of his illustrious career, John Huston had been employed as a staff writer at Universal where his duties included providing additional dialogue for Murders in the Rue Morgue (1931).

Although Lee and Cushing never actually met until their first Hammer film, The Curse of Frankenstein, in 1956, it has only recently come to light that, before then, they featured in a third movie together. While Cushing has the showier part of General Memnon in Alexander the Great (1955), Lee provides the voice of the Egyptian soothsayer Nectenabus (Helmut Dantine). As he foretells the omens of Alexander’s birth to the boy’s father (Fredric March), we witness a future Jekyll and Hyde addressing a former enactor of those archetypal characters.

And it was in an adaptation of Jekyll and Hyde author Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Mirror and Markheim (1953) that some feel Lee made his true horror debut. This half-hour film features Lee as a ghostly figure in a mirror, appealing to the conscience of Markheim (Philip Saville), whose mind is bent on murdering an antiques shop owner (Arthur Lowe) on Christmas Day. By showing Markheim the consequences of such an action, Lee is more of an avenging angel than a demonic entity in this alternative exploration of human duality from Stevenson. Lee’s co-star Philip Saville (1930-2016), who had last appeared with him in Penny and the Pownall Case, went on to a distinguished career as a television director whose works include a 1956 version of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde with Dennis Price, and Count Dracula (1977), the closest screen adaptation of Bram Stoker’s novel. The Mirror and Markheim is further notable for being Lee’s first association with Hammer Films, as the short was issued theatrically by the company’s distribution arm, Exclusive.

Having profitably distributed Rocketship X-M (1950) in the UK, Hammer decided to make their own science fiction entries, Four Sided Triangle and the aforementioned Spaceways (both directed by Terence Fisher in 1952). The advances of science fact also played its part in the company’s burgeoning success. When the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II was televised in June 1953, most homeowners in Britain equipped themselves with a set. Hammer hit upon the novel idea of luring viewers back into cinemas by adapting TV plays. Thus, Nigel Kneale’s extremely popular sci-fi serial The Quatermass Experiment—which aired in the summer of 1953—was a more than desirable property for the company to film. Retitled The Quatermass Xperiment, to capitalize on the nascent “adults only” “X” certificate, the result was Hammer’s first international horror success, paving the way for The Curse of Frankenstein.
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Christopher Lee celebrates his joint birthday with Vincent Price at Madame Tussaud’s, along with Utka Levka, during the shooting of Scream and Scream Again.



The advent of television also proved crucial in the career of Christopher Lee. Hollywood legend Douglas Fairbanks, Jr. (1909-2000) offered the young actor a broad spectrum of roles in Douglas Fairbanks Presents. Made in Britain between 1952 and 1955, Lee essayed everything from a Russian circus performer to a Moroccan pimp over 16 of the series’ episodes. Of these, “The Awakening,” filmed in 1954, was an adaptation of Nikolai Gogol’s quirky tale of horror “The Overcoat.” Although Lee’s voice only features at the outset, blaring over an address system as a factory foreman, the show is notable for giving Buster Keaton his first non-comedy role. Credited simply as “the Man,” Keaton’s sad-eyed demeanor is well suited to embodying the lonely civil servants of Gogol’s fiction, and the Kafkaesque world he inhabits is watched over by a sinister “Regiment”—represented, so aptly, by Lee’s commanding tones.
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A relatively young Christopher Lee



A similar training ground for versatility was provided by Tales of Hans Andersen (1953). Lee’s participation in these made-for-television fairy stories came as a result of his desperate bid to find work in Scandinavia, where he had hopes of becoming a singer (an opportunity cut short by penury). Nevertheless, the Hans Andersen series enabled Lee to further stretch his range, playing an old man in “The Old House,” a peasant in “The Cripple Boy” and a young student in “Wee Willie Winkit.” While starring as the bald-domed Emperor of China in “The Nightingale,” Lee was even introduced to the King and Queen of Sweden when they visited the set.
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Lee is featured on this poster for The Warriors.



The following year, Lee’s fencing skills were again put to good use. While dueling with broadswords for The Dark Avenger (released in the US as The Warriors), his opponent, a tipsy Errol Flynn, mistimed his lunges and consequently sliced into the little finger of Lee’s right hand. The wounded digit was crooked ever after and Lee would take great delight in holding it up to interviewers and proclaiming: “Errol Flynn did this!” One good thing came of the accident, however; as Jonathan Rigby rightly states, the bent finger “would lend a peculiarly spidery quality to many future scenes of Lee’s hand groping its way out of coffins.”

Before almost losing his finger, Lee was top-billed for the first time in Cross-Roads (1954)—a 20-minute short that has more than a whiff of the grave. The only reason Lee remembered its making in later life was because he had been reported to the actors’ union Equity for corpsing at co-star Ferdy Mayne’s jokes. Such levity is at odds with this neat little supernatural tale, which is quite unworthy of being forgotten. Lee stars as a mysterious young man out to avenge himself on Mayne’s seedy impresario. Most of the action takes place on lonely country roads with tangled trees stretching towards a whitewashed sky. There is also a startling close-up of Lee’s eyes as he corners Mayne in the latter’s office, a shot that cinemagoers would soon grow familiar with in the Dracula sequels (Mayne would make a memorable bloodsucker himself in Dance of the Vampires [1966]). Sadly, the writer, director and (uncredited) composer of Cross-Roads, John Fitchen, would commit suicide not long after filming, with only an episode of Armstrong Circle Theatre and a documentary photographed by Freddie Francis, Dream of Home (1954), as his other directorial credits.
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Christopher Lee in Cross-Roads



With efforts like this, it seemed that Lee was beginning to grow familiar with hints of the supernatural, but those hints were about to become far more pronounced.


Alias John Preston 1955

Is this man a devil in the flesh?

The above question, posed by Christopher Lee’s first full-length horror film, Alias John Preston, is a prescient one, given the actor’s future incarnation as the Prince of Darkness. Equally appropriate, considering Lee’s later obsession with the game, Alias John Preston opens on stock footage of golfers in idyllic surroundings. One of which, we assume, is Bob (Peter Grant), who has just won the championship. Despite this, his girlfriend Sally (played by Peter Grant’s real-life wife Betta St. John) prefers the company of stranger-in-town John Preston (C. Lee). Despite the romance being encouraged by Sally’s banker father Richard (John Longden), Preston is disturbed by murderous dreams and goes to see psychoanalyst Dr. Walton (Alexander Knox).

Filmed at MGM-British Studios in early 1955, Alias John Preston marked Lee’s fifth association with the New York-born producers, Edward and Harry Danziger. “Any film they made that lasted more than three days began to run over budget,” was Lee’s telling assessment of the brothers’ working methods; third-billed, but above the title, he remembered being paid just £75 to star as John Preston.

Fresh from their success with camp sci-fi outing Devil Girl from Mars (1954), the Danzigers now turned their attentions to psychological horror, bringing on board the same director. Scottish-born David MacDonald (1904-1983) was responsible for two of Lee’s earlier Danziger shorts (Final Column and The Price of Vanity, both 1954) and had even directed Tod Slaughter in It’s Never Too Late to Mend (1937) and Crimes at the Dark House (1939). Although Tod’s regular producer George King is usually attributed with direction of the latter (which bears no onscreen credit), contemporary advertisements list MacDonald as sole director. Remembered chiefly for its opening scene of Slaughter merrily hammering a tent peg into someone’s head, Crimes at the Dark House is one of the actor’s best. In 1958, MacDonald helmed “Jack the Ripper,” the only episode of unaired anthology series The Veil not to feature its host Boris Karloff.

Alias John Preston also enlists two other Devil Girl from Mars technicians in cinematographer Jack E. Cox (1896-1960) and composer Edwin Astley (1922-1998).

Cox had lensed 12 of Alfred Hitchcock’s pre-Hollywood movies, including Murder! (1930), Rich and Strange (1931) and The Lady Vanishes (1937). He also lent a suitably dingy look to The Man Who Changed His Mind (1936), Doctor Syn (1937) and The Ghost Train (1941).

Best known for scoring such ITC shows as Danger Man (1960-1966), The Saint (1962-1969) and Randall and Hopkirk (Deceased) (1968-1969), Edwin Astley’s other credits include Gilbert Harding Speaking of Murder (1953), Womaneater (1957), Behemoth the Sea Monster (1959) and Hammer’s The Phantom of the Opera (1961). One of the first film composers to use synthesizers in his work, he was also father-in-law to another synth pioneer, the Who’s Pete Townshend (Astley’s final project was a symphonic album of his son-in-law’s tunes for the London Philharmonic).

The story credit for Alias John Preston goes to Hungarian writer Paul Tabori (1908-1974), who had penned the Hammer sci-fiers Four Sided Triangle and Spaceways. Tabori was better known, however, for his psychical research, most notably a 1950 biography of ghost hunter Harry Price, for whom he was literary executor. He was also vice-president, alongside Karloff biographer Peter Underwood, of the Ghost Club—a British paranormal research group, whose members included Dennis Wheatley and Peter Cushing.

Despite such talent behind the cameras, Alias John Preston lacks the all-round panache of Devil Girl from Mars. With its Jekyll and Hyde theme of split personality muted by stodgy scenes, the film’s small-town setting is of equal ambiguity; while both Lee and Peter Grant speak with American accents, everyone else enunciates in the clipped tones ubiquitous to British films of the time (even the California-born Betta St. John sounds as though she hails from Borehamwood).

Overall, Alias John Preston has the feel of a creaky stage play on which a camera has been trained. The stench of amateur dramatics wafts its way to the smears of white greasepaint at Lee’s temples. Nevertheless, it is a treat to see the burgeoning actor as an earnestly romantic young man, something audiences would be deprived of in his later career (John Preston is a mere gangling youth compared to the doomed lovers Lee enacts in The Hound of the Baskervilles and The Whip and the Body). Looking good in a tuxedo, he treats Betta St. John to a theater performance, smiling at her as strings swell in rapture from the stage. Later, they enjoy a passionate embrace in one of many drawing room scenes. If we’re not in a lounge, we’re in the psychoanalyst’s study. Here, after much finger twitching, Lee deserves credit for saying, with utter conviction, “Tell me, doctor … Can [dreams] mix reality and fantasy in a kind of poisonous hodgepodge?” A moist-eyed closeup precedes the dream he then relates—the midnight strangling of a blackmailing mistress, played by Sandra Dorne (1924-1992).

A contemporary of Lee’s from the Rank Charm School (she had just appeared with him in Police Dog), Dorne would star in two eerie and underrated British horrors: The House in Marsh Road (1960), wherein she finds herself besieged by phantoms, and Devil Doll (1963), in which she is the put-upon assistant of Bryant Halliday’s mad ventriloquist. Her real-life husband (and fellow Rank Charm School graduate), Patrick Holt (1912-1993), plays her screen spouse in Alias John Preston, complete with dodgy French accent. Arriving shortly after his wife’s murder, instead of being upset, he conspires with Preston to bury her outside. While doing so, the two men shout their nefarious, secret plans to each other so that they can be heard above the wind. Holt’s later genre roles include Broderick Crawford’s butler in The Vulture (1966), the police sergeant mown down by zombie bikers in Psychomania (1971) and a brothel frequenter in Legend of the Werewolf (1974).
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Strangled blondes and howling gales aside, Alias John Preston fails to drum up much excitement. One startling close-up provides exception: Hunched and wide-eyed over his victim’s grave, the wind whips through Preston’s hair as he brings those twitching fingers to his lips. When remembering the film to Jonathan Rigby, Lee referenced this scene: “That’s the one with me going mad on a grave, clawing at tufts of grass. God! When I think what a terrible actor I was in those days …” Far from being overplayed, the moment delivers some welcome energy to the film’s dull unravelling, with its stylized madness no doubt taking influence from the silent thrillers of Conrad Veidt.
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Alias John Preston gave viewers the rare opportunity to see Christopher Lee as an earnestly romantic young man (with Betta St. John).



Lee later externalizes the character’s inner turmoil with a short peal of manic laughter—then raises his hand in a seeming effort to cram the offending sound back inside. Here, the actor is again unhinged to an Expressionistic level that we would never see him reach in subsequent horrors. When he is eventually led away by the men in white coats, whatever the preceding hour is supposed to have meant is dully explained away by the doctor as he hands Sally back to Bob. This is unsettling, not only because it affirms the film’s stuffy 1950s attitude that women are useless without men, but also because Bob seems to be as unstable as Preston, having earlier confronted the latter with a gun, simply for earning Sally’s love.

Although Lee seems to be the only actor trying to bring some vigor to the proceedings, his co-stars are not without status.

A former matinee idol of the silent era, John Longden (1900-1971) had appeared in five early Hitchcock films (Blackmail [1929], Juno and the Paycock [1929], The Skin Game [1930], Young and Innocent [1937] and Jamaica Inn [1938]), before essaying Sherlock Holmes for a failed TV pilot, The Man Who Disappeared (1951). The year after starring in Alias John Preston, he would play Inspector Lomax in Hammer’s Quatermass 2—made, on a rare excursion from Bray, at the Danzigers’ New Elstree Studios.

Bill Fraser (1908-1987), who can be seen as Bob’s father, gave Peter Cushing his first professional stage work in 1936 when he was director of the Connaught Theatre (scene of Lee’s first on-stage attempts a decade later). Fraser would star as undertaker Basil Bulstrode in the Hammer comedy That’s Your Funeral (1972), before creating a memorable impression as General Grugger—the grizzled space pirate of Doctor Who adventure “Meglos” (1980).

Canadian actor Alexander Knox (1907-1995) had enjoyed an auspicious start in Hollywood, with an Oscar-nominated turn as Woodrow Wilson (opposite Vincent Price) in 20th Century Fox’s all-star biopic Wilson (1944). Not long after starring as Dr. Lanyon in The Son of Dr. Jekyll (1951), Knox was blacklisted by the House Un-American Activities Committee for supposed Communist affinities. Forced to find work in England, his later roles included a weak-hearted victim of The Psychopath (1965), the US President in You Only Live Twice (1966) and, most memorably, the cold cultivator of radioactive children in Hammer’s The Damned (1961), directed by another blacklisted talent, Joseph Losey. For a brief period in 1979, Knox was also father-in-law to Imogen Hassall, the tragic star of When Dinosaurs Ruled the Earth (1968) and Incense for the Damned (1969), who committed suicide in 1980.

Alias John Preston was British actor Peter Grant’s first and only film. He married Betta St. John in 1952 and the pair remained together until his death in 1992. A former child actress, Betta met her husband when she starred alongside him in the first West End showing of South Pacific (she had been cast as Liat by Rodgers and Hammerstein in their original 1949 Broadway production). Despite the occasional Hollywood role, such as a Native American who’s sweet on Vincent Price in RKO’s Dangerous Mission (1953), Betta chose to live in England where she played the lead in a better-than-average Hammer thriller, The Snorkel (1957). She was reunited with Lee (and his American accent) in The City of the Dead (1959). “[I] liked him very much and always enjoyed working with him,” she told Tom Weaver. “Very intellectual, very with-it, a very interesting person.”
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Released in the US on Wednesday December 14, 1955, Alias John Preston didn’t see the light of day in the UK until the following June. Unanimously panned by the few critics who bothered to review it, the lone voice of assent came from Today’s Cinema who called Alias John Preston “a lively little heebee jeebee,” before adding: “Christopher Lee roams around town convincingly as a psycho.”

The only other horror project in the Danzigers’ future was The Tell-Tale Heart (1960), a minor gem scripted by Brian Clemens. Lee’s last role for the producers was as a red herring in The Traitor (1956). This murder mystery would not be released state-side until September 1958 (after Lee’s newfound horror fame) under the catchpenny title The Accursed.

Shortly after Alias John Preston, Lee went on to small roles in John Boulting’s Private’s Progress (1955) and two Powell and Pressburger films, The Battle of the River Plate (1955) and Ill Met By Moonlight (1956). Despite the prestige of the filmmakers involved, none of these parts would give the actor much in the way of either dialogue or billing. It was, however, a mute portrayal for director Terence Fisher that really changed everything.


The Curse of Frankenstein 1956

The creature created by man and forgotten by nature!

Have you seen my Fanny?

Blimey! I saw The Curse of Frankenstein—

that was enough!—Rita Webb and Robin

Askwith in Confessions of a Pop Performer (1975)

There was no conscious policy of creating a Hammer team of actors. It just happened, [Peter] Cushing at that time was a big catch for us because he had just won the Best Television Actor of the Year Award. Christopher Lee just happened to be six-foot four-inches tall.—Michael Carreras, The Horror People

By 1956, Christopher Lee felt he had made little impact in his chosen profession. After 10 years and over 30 movies, the actor signed on to play the Creature in The Curse of Frankenstein oblivious as to how important it would be, not just for his own career, but to the history of British cinema. As Lee explained to Mark A. Miller: “I decided if people weren’t going to pay much attention to me as I was and as I looked … I would make myself so unrecognizable that people would then say, ‘I wonder what the actor who is playing this part really looks like?’”

In the spring of 1956, Hammer Films received a script, eventually titled Frankenstein and the Monster, from New York-born writer-producer Milton Subotsky (1921-1991). Originally intended for a three-week schedule, Frankenstein and the Monster would have been a black-and-white cheapie with Boris Karloff as the Baron. However, when Hammer were made aware of the legal difficulties that would ensue if they borrowed any ideas from the Universal canon, Karloff, by association, was dropped. It was felt, also, that Subotsky’s screenplay included too many visual references to the earlier films, such as the scientist’s inadvertent use of a criminal brain, and, à la Bride of Frankenstein (1935), a prologue in which Mary Shelley, Lord Byron, et al. set up the action at the Villa Diodati.

Milton’s business partner, Max J. Rosenberg (1914-2004), revealed to Tom Weaver that Hammer offered them $5,000 and 20% of any profits for providing the idea. Producer Anthony Hinds (1922-2013) then retained Subotsky’s wraparound notion that Frankenstein should narrate his story from a prison cell—as well as the enlarged participation of a minor Shelley character called Krempe—and set Jimmy Sangster (1927-2011) to work on a new script.

At 29, Sangster was closer in age to the young audience that Hammer wished to attract. A former production manager, he had previously written only one full-length screenplay, X the Unknown (1956), a promotion he’d secured by having the most ideas at a story conference, not least that the monster should come from “inner” rather than “outer” space. With such innovations, Sangster would become one of the key architects of Hammer horror (someone at the BBFC once referred to his scripts as the work of “an insane but very precocious schoolboy”).
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Christopher Lee as the Creature



Sangster remained unaware of Subotsky’s earlier screenplay and, instead, gleaned ideas from Mary Shelley’s original novel, largely because it was in the public domain. As such, Hammer’s version feels closer to the book than the Universal classic, which took its inspiration, instead, from Peggy Webling’s 1927 stage play. Sangster restored the novel’s Swiss locale and the character names of Victor Frankenstein and the family servant Justine who is, in both novel and film, a victim of the monster’s crimes. Indeed, so nervous were Hammer about a lawsuit from Universal that they changed the name of the “Monster” (as he was known in Karloff’s film) to the “Creature.” Hinds also viewed prints of Universal’s first three Frankenstein films to ensure that his own product was completely original.

Sangster claimed that he wrote his Gothic horrors as “elaborate fairy tales,” which was entirely in line with the philosophy of director Terence Fisher (1904-1980). After losing his father at the age of four, Fisher was raised by a faith healer mother, whose Christian Scientist beliefs instilled spiritual notions of Good and Evil that would inform his later work. Fisher entered the film industry in 1933 as “the oldest clapper-boy in the business,” working his way up into the cutting rooms with Tudor Rose—a 1936 historical drama written by Miles Malleson and starring Cedric Hardwicke (of Universal’s The Ghost of Frankenstein [1941]). It was this background in editing which gave Fisher his work ethic when he eventually graduated to direction: Assembling the film in his mind as he shot, he never wasted a frame of celluloid, keeping the action moving at all times. As such, he ranks as one of British cinema’s most efficient visual storytellers.
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The Creature’s make-up premiered at the Brooks Wharf reception.



After making his directorial debut with the supernatural comedy Colonel Bogey (1947), Fisher made two Hammer films that—in their shared theme of doomed obsession—provided a dry run for Frankenstein: Stolen Face (1951) stars Paul Henreid as a surgeon who gives a disfigured criminal the face of his unrequited love (Lizabeth Scott); and Four Sided Triangle (1952) has scientist Bill (Stephen Murray) replicating the wife of his best friend, in a noisy, light-filled sequence which looks back to Metropolis (1926) and forward to The Fly (1958). Fisher had also worked with Boris Karloff on “The Invisible Knife,” a Colonel March of Scotland Yard episode.

The Curse of Frankenstein was Fisher’s 12th film for Hammer, and with it, he would emerge as the most effective British horror director since James Whale (as if to underline the fact, Whale was found dead in his swimming pool in the month of The Curse of Frankenstein’s release). On being asked at the start of production if he wanted to see Whale’s original, Fisher retorted: “Certainly not. If one is going to make this film, I think that one has got to start from a personal concept and what you yourself think.”

Fisher’s “personal concept” was one he termed “the attraction of evil”: By presenting the Devil’s face as handsome (all the better for luring the innocent), Fisher showed that appearances are deceptive—it is inner values which truly count. Cushing’s Byronic Frankenstein was the first of Fisher’s attractive villains, but it was Christopher Lee’s Dracula, made the following year, which realized the notion to its best effect.

Recalling his brief appearance in Fisher’s second film, A Song for Tomorrow, Lee countered that the director must have “thought I’d been so grotesque as the MC that I’d be just right for the Creature.” The course of British horror could have been very different indeed, however, if Hammer had cast their first choice for the monster role. Requiring a tall actor with experience in mime, the studio approached the six-foot seven-inch Bernard Bresslaw, who would later make a name for himself as the affable giant of the Carry On team (one of whose films, Carry On Screaming! [1966], is a Hammer horror spoof with Bernard as a zombie butler). According to Melvyn Hayes: “Bresslaw’s agent said his going rate was £10 a day, Christopher Lee’s agent wanted £8. Guess who got the job?”

As the monster’s creator, Hammer cast an actor whose affecting performance as Winston Smith, in a controversial TV adaptation of Nineteen Eighty-Four (1954), had labeled him “The Horror Man of the BBC.” In his autobiography, Peter Cushing recalled the first time he met Christopher Lee: “He was wearing the grotesque make-up conceived by Phil Leakey, and a story was put about by the publicity department that when it was removed at the end of the day’s work, he and I came face to face in the corridor, and then I screamed!”

Lee remembered their first encounter differently, with him bursting into Cushing’s dressing room and complaining that he had no dialogue. “Consider yourself lucky,” said Cushing, “I’ve read the script.” Lee was immediately won over by his co-star’s “gentle humor which made it quite impossible for anybody to be pompous in his company.” There was no disparity in another of Lee’s memories, either: “From the first time we met on the set of The Curse of Frankenstein, Peter Cushing and I were friends.”
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The British Quad poster



Born in Kenley, Surrey, on Monday, May 26, 1913, Peter Cushing’s connections to Frankenstein came early in his career. Arriving in Hollywood with just $16 to his name, the struggling actor miraculously talked his way into his first film The Man in the Iron Mask (1939)—directed by James Whale (also in the cast was Dwight Frye, the hunchbacked Fritz of Frankenstein). Following this debut, Cushing went swiftly into the Laurel and Hardy comedy A Chump at Oxford (1939, with art direction from Frankenstein’s Charles D. Hall), before going uncredited in Whale’s last film, They Dare Not Love (1940). Two further links to Frankenstein came that year when Peter played the part of Colin Clive’s illustrious forebear, Clive of India, in the MGM short Your Hidden Master, and then featured with Mae Clarke (Elizabeth in Whale’s 1931 film
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