
  
    [image: Cover]
  


  
     


     


    Classic Cinema.


    Timeless TV.


    Retro Radio.


    


     


    BearManor Media


    


    [image: BearManorBear-EBook]


    See our complete catalog at www.bearmanormedia.com

  


  
    Midnight Marquee Actors Series: Bela Lugosi (Revised Edition)


    © 2019 Gary J. Svehla and Susan Svehla. All Rights Reserved.


    


    No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, digital, photocopying or recording, except for the inclusion in a review, without permission in writing from the publisher.


    


    This version of the book may be slightly abridged from the print version.


    


    [image: BearManorBear]


    Published in the USA by:


    BearManor Media


    PO Box 71426


    Albany, Georgia 31708


    www.bearmanormedia.com


    


    ISBN 978-1-887664-77-6


    


    Editors: Scott A. Nollen and Linda J. Walter


    Cover Design by Susan Svehla.


    eBook construction by Brian Pearce | Red Jacket Press.

  


  
    Table of Contents


    


    Introduction


    Introduction to The Revised Edition


    Dracula (1931) by Bret Wood


    The Black Camel (1931) by Ron Miller


    Chandu the Magician (1932) by Dennis Fischer


    Murders in the Rue Morgue (1932) by Gregory William Mank


    White Zombie (1932) by John Stell


    The Death Kiss (1932) by Gary J. Svehla


    Island of Lost Souls (1933) by Dennis Fischer


    The Black Cat (1934) by Don G. Smith


    Gift of Gab (1934) by Gregory William Mank


    Mysterious Mr. Wong (1935) by John Soister


    The Raven (1935) by Gary J. Svehla


    The Mystery of the Mary Celeste (1935) by Bryan Senn


    Mark of the Vampire (1935) by Gary J. Svehla


    The Invisible Ray (1936) by Gary J. Svehla


    The Dark Eyes of London (1939) by Dennis Fischer


    Son of Frankenstein (1939) by Susan Svehla


    Ninotchka (1939) by Dennis Fischer


    Fantasia (1940) by Dennis Fischer


    The Devil Bat (1940) by Gary J. Svehla


    Black Friday (1940) by Nathalie Yafet


    Invisible Ghost (1941) by Gary J. Svehla


    Bowery at Midnight (1942) by Gary J. Svehla


    The Ape Man (1943) by Mark A. Miller


    Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943) by Don G. Smith


    Ghosts on the Loose (1943) by Gary J. Svehla


    Return of the Vampire (1944) by Don Leifert


    Zombies on Broadway/Genius at Work (1945-46) by John Soister


    Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948) by David J. Hogan


    Bela Lugosi Meets a Brooklyn Gorilla (1952) by David H. Smith


    Mother Riley Meets the Vampire (1952) by John Soister


    Glen or Glenda (1953) by Gary J. Svehla & Susan Svehla


    Bride of the Monster (1955) by John E. Parnum


    An Appreciation of Bela Lugosi by Richard Gordon


    Filmography


    Selected Bibliography

  


  
    
      [image: Image1]
    

  


  
     


    


    Dedication


    


    To our dear parents who are no longer with us, Ann Svehla and Aurelia and Melvin Miller, and to Richard Svehla, for their love, support, and encouragement…and of course, to Bela Lugosi and Bela Lugosi, Jr., who has helped keep his father’s memory alive.

  


  
    
      [image: Image89]
    

  


  
    Introduction


    


    We decided to inaugurate the Midnight Marquee Actors Series with horror film icon Bela Lugosi because the 1990s appeared to be the decade of his rebirth and rediscovery. With the releases of pristine copies of Universal horror classics in attractively packaged, low-priced videocassettes and laserdiscs and now DVDs, the increased interest in cult writer/director Edward D. Wood, Jr., and the artistic triumph of Tim Burton’s Ed Wood, which features Bela Lugosi (distorted history noted), a new generation of film fan is being introduced to the legendary bogeyman. As our writers attest, Lugosi was a very gifted actor who appeared in only a handful of well-produced, quality vehicles, but whose reputation has mushroomed far beyond the movies in which he sometimes had to appear. What better controversial star with which to start our series?


    First of all, a note of explanation as to what the Midnight Marquee Actors Series is and is not. Our intention was not to be definitive and feature every one of Lugosi’s features. The approach to the Actors Series is simple. We solicited written chapters from our stable of expert film writers on the Lugosi film or films over which they most desired to shed ink. Granted, these selections might not be Lugosi’s best films nor his most memorable. Many writers chose to select Lugosi films on which precious little has been written. Others decided to select a favorite Lugosi film, but one that is not necessarily his best. Others opted to readdress the classics — The Raven, Dracula, The Black Cat, Son of Frankenstein — and try to create a new slant, a new angle on films so often critiqued. Different writers had different agendas, but the bottom line is this, most of the important Lugosi films are here included. True, only The Ape Man is examined as the representative Monogram Picture, but writer Mark A. Miller refers to the others in the series. I preface Miller’s Monogram coverage by including Lugosi’s entry into the nadir of Poverty Row, PRC’s The Devil Bat. The Edward D. Wood, Jr., era is covered by a marvelous discussion of Bride of the Monster (which is a more effective showcase for Lugosi than Plan 9 From Outer Space could ever hope to be).


    Since writers only knew what titles were to be covered within this volume and never had the opportunity to read chapters submitted by others, some inevitable overlap of information does sometimes occur. In comprehensive anthologies such as this one, that is certainly to be expected. As co-editor of this volume, I was constantly amazed at just how effectively all the chapters seemed to merge into one book with one vision. Interestingly enough, some of our writers praise Lugosi’s work to high heavens, while other writers stress the cracks and fissures within his body of work. By combining such biases and opinionated visions, the volume becomes a better balanced vehicle by which to judge the man, his work, and his contribution to film.


    


    Gary J. Svehla

  


  
    Introduction to The Revised Edition


    


    Midnight Marquee Actors Series: Bela Lugosi was the first book of our fledgling company, Midnight Marquee Press, Inc.


    Although Gary had been publishing his magazine (Midnight Marquee/Gore Creatures) since 1963 at the wise old age of 13, we never considered publishing as anything more than a hobby. However, as retirement was approaching for Gary and my rheumatoid arthritis was making a full time job difficult, we decided to try a home business. And since everyone advises to do what you know — well, we know movies and knew a little about publishing from doing the mag. What we didn’t know about publishing could fill a book. But we learn quickly. I discovered I love designing the covers, although today I’m embarrassed by my early efforts. I’m not so fond of editing and proofreading. But as the saying goes, if it were fun it wouldn’t be called work.


    We were so proud of MMAS Bela Lugosi. We tore the box open anxiously and proudly placed the book on our mantle. Now, 12 years later, with 60 books under our belts, we still love our first book, but we shudder to see the flaws in it.


    MMAS Bela Lugosi has been out of print for quite a few years. We are making an effort to reedit all our earlier titles and issue revised editions. Once again, Bela Lugosi is our first choice. We hope you enjoy the new edition and we thank all our readers for their support these past 12 years.


    


    Susan Svehla

  


  
    Dracula (1931) by Bret Wood


    


    While critical opinion on Bela Lugosi’s appearance in Dracula (1931) varies from unqualified adulation to revisionist views that strongly disparage his efforts, his portrait is an incontestable cornerstone of the horror cinema, bearing profound influence not only on the actor’s subsequent work, but on the performances of other horror stars throughout the generations that followed. The same might be said of the film itself, whose reputation has suffered beneath the pens of some contemporary aficionados but which — in spite of the poison ink that mocks it — eloquently asserts its undeniable puissance with every fresh screening.


    The source of the backlash against the film, the star and for that matter the director, seems to reside in the context in which Dracula is being considered. It is tempting to judge it according to the standards set by the influential motion pictures that arose in its wake. Films such as the Frankenstein series, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Island of Lost Souls and the Val Lewton films may offer convenient reference points but are virtually immaterial to an assessment of their predecessor, yielding little substantial insight into the aesthetic and historic importance of such a vanguard film. The more challenging task is to examine Dracula, and Lugosi’s titular performance in particular, in the proper context — the circumstances under which the film was produced by Universal and the climate of the movie marketplace, which was encased within a barrier of narrative plausibility, a barrier Dracula defiantly punched through, thereby allowing for the appearance of other horror films — both original and derivative. A brief history of the project’s evolution is therefore in order.


    Since the supernatural was systematically denied in the pre-1930American cinema (otherworldly creatures routinely unmasked as elaborate, human-made hoaxes, as in London After Midnight, The Cat and the Canary and The Bat), it was a daunting challenge for director Tod Browning to make the unreal plausible without alienating his audience. For Browning, at the peak of his career following a prosperous five-year stint at MGM, Dracula was to be his crowning achievement, transcending the intense (yet always rooted in the realm of the possible) thrillers he made there with Lon Chaney. After signing on with Universal, which had purchased the rights to Bram Stoker’s novel, he departed on a European vacation to celebrate his new contract and revitalize his creative spirit.


    But when he set foot back on American soil, he found his visionary plans beginning to crumble. The stock market had crashed in his absence, which caused Universal production chief Carl Laemmle, Jr. to radically amend his campaign for lavishly produced pictures that refused to bow to the Hollywood code of the happy ending (e.g. All Quiet on the Western Front). Dracula was an early victim of Universal’s belt-tightening. The budget was promptly slashed, meaning Browning could no longer afford the services of Lon Chaney — not that it mattered, since Chaney had signed a new contract with MGM in Browning’s absence and would be dead of bronchial cancer long before cameras ever started turning on Dracula. Just as damaging to Browning’s dream was Laemmle’s conservative-minded dictum that the film should closely adhere to the text of the popular stage play, the rights of which Universal had simultaneously acquired with the novel. This explains why the latter half of the film is so awkward and setbound in comparison to the extended prologue (where Browning’s devious imagination was allowed momentarily to roam), which is atmospheric, relatively dynamic and genuinely haunting.


    Laemmle’s edict of adherence to the play was a sort of insurance policy for the studio’s investment in the film, following the flimsy belief that a stage play literally adapted to film was a guaranteed success — a misconception widely subscribed to during the dawn of sound. Since Deane and Balderston’s Dracula had been crisscrossing the nation since its 1927 premiere, the more faithfully Browning could transcribe the play onto celluloid, the better.


    Enter Bela Lugosi.


    Although a perfunctory search among different actors was conducted by Universal once they acquired screen rights to the property, from its first American performance on October 5, 1927, Dracula’s titular role belonged to the veteran of the Hungarian stage. The filmic vampire, Laemmle, et al., ultimately decided, was to be his as well — again adhering to the elements of the successful stage production.


    How this decision of casting affected Browning is impossible to discern today, but since the director had seen Lugosi in the play and had directed the actor in his 1929 film, The Thirteenth Chair, it is safe to assume that Browning was satisfied with, if not enthusiastic about, the choice of leading man.


    As Tod Browning once told an aspiring actor, “There is only one Lon Chaney and he has gone, forever. No one can take his place.” When the director stepped onto the set of Dracula on Monday, September 9, 1930, it was not his intention to mold Lugosi into a facsimile of his late collaborator. Such an effort would have been foolhardy to say the least. It was Chaney himself who truly defined his roles, not any director or screenwriter. Browning’s acknowledgment of this fact was what made their partnership so fruitful. And ultimately, Dracula called for a departure from the seething, ferocious characterizations Chaney had pioneered. In compliance with Laemmle’s wishes, Browning deferred to the persona Lugosi had carved for himself on stage and built the film around that, rather than forcing Lugosi to calibrate his performance to comply with a pace, tone and style preconceived by the director. Browning’s crucial role was in helping Lugosi tone down his outward, presentational stage acting style for the more subdued, representational mode of performance suitable to the screen. Lugosi later recalled, “for the screen, in which the actor’s distance from every member of the audience is equal only to his distance from the lens of the camera, I have found that a great deal of the repression was an absolute necessity. Tod Browning has continually had to ‘hold me down’.”


    Because Lugosi’s characterization was initially designed for the stage, it emphasized the normalcy of this hideous monster, on-stage physical transformations and elaborate makeup effects being extremely difficult to accomplish on a nightly basis without shattering the audience’s suspension of disbelief. Though it may be considered heretical to some, it may have been fortuitous that Lugosi, rather than Chaney, portrayed the stage-derivative Dracula. Chaney’s gift was for larger-than-life personages who often overwhelmed the thin narratives of his films, employing a presentational acting style that, when not captured on film in a proper manner by someone acquainted with his forceful performance method, often vaulted over the boundary of plausibility into pure excess. Such an approach was not appropriate to a film like Dracula, which was considered volatile not only by Laemmle but his advisors (“Were this story put on the screen, it would be an insult to every one of its audience,” one script-reader wrote in 1927). Even the press acknowledged the kid gloves with which the property needed to be handled. Upon the film’s release, Variety wrote:


    


    Such a treatment called for the utmost delicacy of handling, because the thing is so completely ultra-sensational on its serious side that the faintest excess of telling would make it grotesque. Nice judgment here gets the maximum of shivers without ever destroying the screen illusion, the element that makes it possible is the pictorial plausibility of the scenes of horror in which impossible creatures move.


    


    Lugosi functions so beautifully in the role because he is not monstrous but suitably mysterious. This would, of course, all change in time as subsequent films encouraged him to abandon the enigmatic detachment and play monsters and mad scientists more flamboyantly, reducing his subtle and complex presence to stereotypical hamming. In Dracula, however, he is remote in behavior and alien in appearance, just enough to unsettle an audience, while maintaining the necessary ordinariness to keep the drama rooted in the realm of the real. The subtlety of Lugosi’s performance is remarkable, for the film exerts its chilling influence without many of the now-tired trappings of the vampire subgenre it established. Lugosi has no fangs. No puncture marks appear on the necks of his victims. But for a droplet on the tip of Renfield’s finger, there is no blood. The devices of the repugnant crucifix and mirror pass through the film quickly, without histrionic emphasis. In Dracula, the mechanics of how a vampire operates are secondary to the drama and dread of finding one’s self in such a ghoul’s presence.


    Much of this subtlety was censor-inspired but it works to the film’s advantage. One might even argue that Dracula functions better without the groans and noises deleted by the Production Code Administration after the film’s initial release, later restored in the currently circulated prints. While this was his third sound film, Browning was reluctant to rely too heavily on the newly developed cinematic element. Like Chaney, he was leery of the still-imperfect technology, preferring to understand its limitations and potential before gambling his career on it. Resisting the temptation to fill the soundtrack with forceful music, excited dialogue and startling bursts of noise — and from this hollow thunder derive chills — Browning took a more insinuating approach, calling upon the suspense-generating power of the silent cinema, which was well within his control. Under his direction, emotional tension was created through the manipulation of stark imagery, concisely composed mise-en-scéne, inconspicuous editing and the all-permeating darkness characteristic of his work.


    Dracula has the impact of a nightmare, not a nightmare of blood and thunder and chaos, but of deathly quietude, with Lugosi the silent, slowly stalking figure who evades capture as easily as he escapes logical analysis. The steady, creeping pace at which he encroaches upon his victims is far more dreamlike and terrifying than leaping and clawing would ever have been.


    Lugosi didn’t have to rant and growl and hiss to cast his spell. His power over the viewer (like Dracula’s power over the characters who surround him) is akin to that of the snake over its prey, moving silently, gradually, hypnotically, tapping into some primordial sense of danger every animal shares, and which involuntarily wells up in one’s soul in the presence of such an imposing and alien figure.


    The first image of Dracula, freshly risen from his casket in the catacombs of his Transylvanian castle, is one of the most unsettling in the film, yet Lugosi does nothing but wear the appropriate, stony expression. The shot begins after he has just taken a step, so his black robe sways gently, inexplicably. Otherwise, he doesn’t seem to move. Rather, Browning deviously nudges the cautious audience closer to this silent, motionless, Sphinx-like creature by dollying the camera into a medium closeup, forcing the reluctant viewer within reach of the dreaded Count.


    And it isn’t solely Lugosi’s silence and stillness that make him such a frightful being, but rather these qualities in contrast to the behavior of other characters. This suspense-generating difference is especially evident in the Castle Dracula scenes, where there is a detachment, a clear schism between Lugosi’s slow-motion mannerisms and Dwight Frye’s nervous speech and movement — like two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that do not fit together.


    While Renfield the clerk struggles to conceal his fear and attempts to conduct real estate business, Dracula confidently floats about, occasionally stopping in dramatic poses (with a shuttered baby spotlight accentuating his eyes vs. Renfield’s conventionally lit visage). While Renfield speaks cordially and directly, Dracula waxes poetic about the music of the wolves and survival of the spider: “The spider, spinning his web for the unwary fly…The blood is the life, Mr. Renfield.” To which a perplexed Renfield responds, “Uh — yes,” little realizing the clue to his own horrible fate offered by the Count’s nonsensical mumblings.


    The effect is a disconcerting one. One feels frustration in sympathy with Renfield at his inability to converse with the Count. This is a heightened reflection of an earlier, equally confounding scene, in which Renfield is unable to express to the superstitious villagers the necessity of his nocturnal visit to Castle Dracula.


    Dracula responds to Renfield’s questions and comments, but one could hardly call what they share a conversation. What results is a nightmarish sequence in which the viewer shares Renfield’s alienation and insecurity (especially since the spectator in the theater is held immobile in a chair just as Renfield sits helplessly at the table Dracula has prepared for him). Words hold little meaning, and are little else than a means of passing time while Lugosi performs a waltz of death around him (us), an expressionistic ballet of predator and prey in which the reality of the film — the narrative concern with Renfield’s arriving and carrying out his task — is put on hold. The plot intentionally stalls while we watch the ceremonious process by which the snake charms the mouse, nervously waiting for it to strike, a gruesome pas de deux that would be devoid of power were it not for Lugosi’s exquisite performance as the mystifying Count Dracula. The film is a sort of low-key precursor to Psycho, in which the ostensible leading character (Renfield/Marion Crane) and plot (real estate deal/impulsive embezzlement) are introduced solely as means of leading the viewer into the lair of a deceptively polite, oddly charming, murderous fiend.


    Every line of dialogue Lugosi delivers in Dracula’s danse macabre, no matter how insignificant, is given the same dreamlike delivery that frustrates the viewer who is trying to find meaning in his words and, by deciphering them, discover his intentions. Offering Renfield drink, Dracula croaks forth, “This — is — very old — wine.” Does this refer to his age and immortality? Or is it merely a suggestion of his wealth and sophisticated taste? The sequence is so stupefying that, under its spell, one is inclined to excuse the occasional moment of dark comedy that occasionally slips in, such as Dracula’s comment, “I never drink — wine.” When considered rationally, this line is merely cheap and campy, but situated within the other cloudy ingredients of the scene, it is appropriately disconcerting, another clue to Renfield’s fate of which he is oblivious.


    The slow, cadenced precision with which Lugosi pronounces his lines was not due to any lingual barrier. He had spoken many of the same phrases almost every evening for the previous three years as he performed Dracula on stage.


    The lingering, formal approach to dialogue — savoring the exotic inflections that creep into his carefully enunciated speech — was a calculated ingredient in the character’s cryptically mesmerizing charm. To understand how much Lugosi’s manner of speech enhances his performance as Dracula, one need only compare it to that of Inspector Delzante in The Thirteenth Chair, made a year and a half earlier by Browning at MGM. In ordinary street clothes, speaking ordinary lines at ordinary rhythms, moving in an ordinary manner, Lugosi is thoroughly demystified. In this character role of the detective trying to solve a pair of supernatural murders, he is no more impressive than any other supporting actor on the studio roster.


    The Hungarian accent works to his detriment — hardly enhancing his character, if anything convoluting it. Lugosi’s Eastern European intonation is distracting and incongruous with the film’s milieu of upper class Britishers in the heart of India (where the leading character speaks with a thick Irish brogue).


    Further hindering the performances in The Thirteenth Chair is the rather crude 1929 sound technology with which the dialogue was recorded. Often Lugosi is, like most of the cast, poorly coached (this being Browning’s first film with synchronized sound), so that lines are often spoken so quickly that, when not entirely unintelligible, they fail to carry any of the sinister impact they were composed to deliver.


    Lugosi, more than anyone else in the cast, seemed aware of this flaw in The Thirteenth Chair’s pacing and occasionally slipped into his Dracula mode and stylized the filmic role with some of the dramatic pauses and menacing stares that he employed during his stage performances. In one scene, Delzante allows a key suspect to spend a few minutes alone in the room in which a murder was committed. As he slowly backs out the doorway, he issues a stern warning, allowing the words to uncurl menacingly from his mouth, “The constable outside has orders — to arrest anyone — leaving — ” (he closes the door behind him), “ — this house.”


    Impressive as Lugosi’s delivery may be, these ominous enunciations are merely ham-fisted theatrics when coming from a character who hasn’t been given the proper dramatic treatment by the filmmakers. He is somewhat exotic but so is every other character in the film. It is the exceptional strangeness of Dracula — contrasting so harshly with the polished, uptight Britishers — that gives these same performatory ingredients profound meaning in the 1931 film. When Lugosi delivers dialogue in a similar manner as the Count, the words and gestures cease to be thespian efforts to dress up a shallow character. The gradually paced alien intonations rise from the belly of the beast, ooze through lips moistened with saliva and spread through the room like some gaseous, lethal spirits, snaking into the ears of Renfield and the theater audience held similarly within the vampire’s grasp.


    On board the ill-fated Vesta, after the businessman’s blood has been spilled, the chemistry between Dracula and Renfield changes. Lugosi is still enigmatically silent and still, while Frye’s Renfield is manic, unkempt, and groveling at the feet of his master. We fear Dracula not so much because he is a monster (which Lugosi certainly is not) but because he is capable of turning us into monsters — from officious real estate agent to sniveling, bug-eating wretch. Lugosi’s Dracula is fearsome because he brings about this change without violence or even threats of violence. He politely seduces rather than brutally attacks.


    Lugosi maintains Dracula’s icy detachment in every scene, moving through the London fog in formal attire like the angel of death after wordlessly murdering the impoverished flower girl on a dingy street corner. One unsettling factor is that he commits these heinous crimes seemingly without emotion or guilt (prefiguring a modern obsession with the seductive, guiltless serial killer). He shows no pity and offers no dramatic flourishes — not even the hackneyed swoop of a cape — things all sympathetic victims are supposed to be entitled to in the laws of melodramatic cinema.


    This explains why the scene in which Dracula slaps the mirrored cigarette box from Van Helsing’s hand is such a potent moment. It is the first time he has actively expressed any emotion and made any sudden physical movement in the entire film. (The scene in which he recoils from Renfield’s crucifix was the closest he had yet come to an emotional outburst, but that moment was softened by Browning’s framing and editing, showing only the end of Lugosi’s movement and hiding his face behind his arm.) Lugosi’s slapping of the cigarette box indicates that a turning point has been reached. Dracula’s secret has been discovered and he must now defend himself against the bloodthirsty do-gooders. Immediately after the incident, he regains his composure and once again any readable thoughts or emotions are hidden away. For a moment, though, a significant crack in his sophisticated veneer has been exposed, hinting at the degree of cold brutality that lurks within, In the remaining minutes of the film, Dracula’s stone-like reserve wavers a few times and Lugosi resorts to more theatrical gestures and poses that lack the icy subtlety of the preceding scenes and thus tend to conventionalize his character. When he attempts to hypnotize Van Helsing, he performs the unnecessary gesture of extending a claw-like hand and furrowing his brow — surely a pose left over from the stage play, a medium which cannot suggest such malevolence as subtly as the cinema.


    When he is pursued into Carfax Abbey, Dracula’s composure further disintegrates, as he is reduced to a running, panicked beast, probably Browning’s attempt to bring the film to a climax through standardized techniques of rousing action. As a result, the character becomes more human — therefore less mystifying — and Dracula’s ability to evoke fear in the viewer quickly evaporates. The thrill of Dracula is over. The process of finding his body and penetrating its heart with a stake are but necessary technicalities in concluding the narrative which the audience politely tolerates. Dracula’s censored groans, as the stake is pounded in, are the final, most blunt expression of his tumble from detached immortality into the domain of human emotion. The only suspense-generating element is the question of Mina’s well being, but even that is mild since her character is so two-dimensional and dull in comparison to the more richly detailed but just as subdued performance Lugosi delivered.


    As Lugosi portrays him, Dracula is a stranger whose words and gestures offer no indication of his personality or intentions. The villains of ordinary Hollywood thrillers clearly communicate their intentions through standardized words and gestures which — through repetition and traditions in melodramatic acting — have come to carry encoded meaning. Their very appearance consists of symbolic details the audience is schooled in interpreting. For example, when a swarthy antagonist strokes his long moustache and smiles his gold-toothed smile at an innocent woman, the viewer is telegraphed his very thoughts and intentions: his low social station, his villainy, his sexual desire, his ruthless greed. Words usually do little more than redundantly reinforce these nonverbal impressions.


    Lugosi’s Dracula, on the other hand, is a cipher who defies simple interpretation. He doesn’t look like the typical villain. He doesn’t behave like the typical villain (he doesn’t even behave like a typical human). He doesn’t say villainous things. He is a bewitching anomaly to be watched carefully, approached cautiously — studied — suspected — feared. He is not the hissable villain of the simple monster movie. He is not the complex, heart-broken beast of the Lon Chaney films such as West of Zanzibar and The Unknown. Lugosi baffles the viewer, refusing to let us understand anything about this uncanny figure.


    This alien-ness is probably the ingredient most responsible for Dracula’s eerie impact upon the viewer. The role is carefully designed and flawlessly portrayed so that the audience is systematically unsettled by this creature who seems human but bears little resemblance to anything we have yet encountered (at least not until the characterization, through overuse, became a not only familiar but tiresome cliché). Perhaps better than any other cinematic creation, Lugosi’s Dracula is the ultimate representation of the “Other.”


    Defined by Jacques Lacan, the Other stems from repressive society’s conflict with that which is not accepted or understood. In his essay “The American Nightmare: Horror in the ’70s” (Hollywood from Vietnam to Reagan. New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), Robin Wood explains:


    


    The concept of “the Other”…represents that which bourgeois ideology cannot recognize or accept but must deal with…by rejecting and if possible annihilating it…It functions not simply as something external to the culture or to the self, but also as what is repressed (though never destroyed) in the self and projected outward in order to be hated or disowned…the projection on to the Other of what is repressed within the Self (is done) in order that it can be discredited, disowned, and if possible annihilated.


    


    Wood breaks down the Other into eight components of society’s disinherited: other people, woman, the proletariat, other cultures, ethnic groups within the culture, alternate ideologies or political systems, deviations from ideological sexual norms and children (several of which directly apply to Dracula). Dracula’s wives (including Mina) threaten the patriarchal system by their independence, their sexual appetites and their refusal to remain ornamental love objects to masculine law. Dracula is an intruder in that he comes from outside the Sewards’ close circle of friends and, more disturbing still, from outside their nation’s borders. Coming from an alien culture, he is instantly viewed with suspicion by the others, a disruptive intrusion into the family that Browning made every effort to play up in casting the role. Once Chaney was ruled out of the cast, Browning wanted someone foreign and little known to the movie-going public; he told the Los Angeles Examiner, “I favor getting a stranger from Europe, and not giving his name. [Casting a well-known star] takes away from the thrilling effects of the story.” The Count’s ideological system, his perversion of their religious practices and rules of behavior, directly conflicts with the Sewards’, as will later be discussed. And, most calamitously, there is the sexual deviance.


    These elements of the Other — not in themselves very terrifying — become a source of horror once they are carefully meshed with the truly horrific crimes of the vampire, who drinks the blood of the living, murders children and drives the most refined and self-controlled person to a frothing insanity. This figure of unadulterated profanity is bestowed with all the insecurities, prejudices, and secret sins of his creators: he practices polygamy, he is a foreigner and he does not subscribe to Anglo-Saxon religious mores. The writers who have embellished and originated the lore of the vampire, from Stoker through the playwrights and screenwriters, have added their own feelings of bigotry, religious intolerance and sexual insecurity to the story, unconsciously ridding themselves of these everyday haunts and reassuring themselves that they, and the world, can rest easy with a clean conscience once this evil is annihilated. These concerns make Dracula frightening and make his threat not merely fantastical but one enshrouded in society’s shared, real anxieties.


    Dracula is particularly unsettling and engaging because of the conflict it presents with religion. The Count not only operates outside the boundaries of the bourgeois Christian family, he inverts its most sacred laws — a terrifyingly real Dark Prince whose communion is the blood of virgins and whose aristocratic immortality is a mockery of Christ’s resurrection. The Count and his three brides defile numerous sacred codes, including the innocence of children (in Dracula’s killing of the flower girl and Lucy’s infanticide), marriage and monogamy (Dracula’s multiple wives and pursuit of another’s fiancée). By their eternal life on earth they defy the liturgy of burial. Dracula’s aversion to the crucifix is sacrilege at its literal root. Other, less overt images add to this catalogue of Dracula’s blasphemy. When Renfield is in the castle, he sees three bats flapping outside a gothic, stained glass window, much like a cathedral’s, which has significantly been smashed, so that its frame is now empty and is used as an entrance by the winged predators. The appearance of the three wives, with their white gowns and hands reverentially folded at their breasts, supplies another evocative image of religious ceremony or formality, a wedding or communion, somehow corrupted.


    Much has rightly been made of the sexual overtones of the vampire’s attack, which seems much more telling (especially in Browning’s version) than the need for life-sustaining human blood. From the project’s inception, Dracula’s bite was conceived as a sexual act as much as a homicidal one. Upon reading the screenplay, Carl Laemmle, Jr. dictated firmly that “Dracula should go only for women and not men” (a command Browning complied with on paper but defied on celluloid by having Dracula and not his ghastly wives descend upon the unconscious body of Renfield).


    Lugosi’s suave, slightly smarmy good looks do much to establish a romantic link between vampire and victim; but the sexuality is far from healthy and “normal.” A dark taint to sexual desire is expressed in the morbid flirtation between Dracula and Lucy in the opera box (“Quaff a cup to the dead already. Hurrah for the next who dies!” she coos dreamily) and Dracula’s murderous embrace (molestation) of the juvenile flower girl. The sexual nature of the vampire’s attack makes the undead Lucy’s off-screen murder of an infant all the more disturbing.


    In one particularly profound scene, Lugosi, through facial expression, conveys the gruesomeness of his variation on the sexual act. When he approaches the neck of Mina (moving up to and below the lens of the camera, as if encroaching upon the neck of the viewer), he wears not an expression of carnal desire but a rather disturbing, sickly grimace, suggesting his repugnance at the act of violating this woman, while suggestively hinting at the bloody mess the encounter will result in.


    In spite of the power it exerted in 1931, Lugosi’s performance as Dracula has, in the years since, lost some of its insidious power. This comes as no fault of the original performance but as the result of actors and directors of a lesser caliber who rose in Lugosi’s shadow. No sooner had Dracula shaded the movie screens of America than the singularly uncanny film was set upon and commodified into a formulaic genre. Other filmmakers imitated it. Other filmmakers appropriated from it. Other filmmakers pillaged Dracula of the components they considered most effective — the components most easily plagiarized and repackaged and sensationally marketed. As a result, cinematic horror changed forms, having less to do with the dynamics of the vampire’s intrusion upon the rigid moral fiber of the pampered Brits (and all the sexual tension that accompanied it) and became instead a series of mechanized shadows and scares, like a haunted house in an amusement park — brash and startling, with its ghouls of painted plaster, but less deeply menacing, to be sure.


    Within a few years of Dracula’s release, the horror film was already becoming mired in cliché, as studios of all sizes sought prosperity through mimicry rather than innovation. The Depression inspired conservative attitudes in studio chiefs, who preferred a reliable remake or sequel such as Dracula’s Daughter to a financially unpredictable genre-bending film like Freaks. By the mid 1930s, the horror movie was entering into a phase of unconscious self-parody, with Lugosi offered few options but that of replaying his legendary role with slight modification and decreasing subtlety.


    Lugosi attempted to survive within the industry. He fought for roles which might allow him to demonstrate a greater range as an actor, but unfortunately the die had been cast and the remainder of his career would be fraught with professional frustration. Though he might find roles that allowed him to display his expressiveness at greater volumes, never again would there be a film such as Dracula, carefully tailored to showcase his remarkable abilities, furtively channeling his quiet, mysterious, unsettling charms into the lens of the camera and releasing them magnificently upon a tension-filled audience.
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      Lugosi’s portrait of Dracula is an incontestable cornerstone of the horror cinema.
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      Lugosi, on the stage as the vicious Count Dracula, puts the bite on his victim, a scene nowhere to be found in the Universal film.
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      The doomed Renfield (Dwight Frye) meets his horrifying fate at the hands of Dracula.
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      It is the exceptional strangeness of Dracula — by contrast to the polished Britishers (Helen Chandler) — that gives these film moments profound meaning.
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      Dracula is a cipher who defies interpretation.
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      Lugosi and Browning, on the famous Dracula staircase, pose for a studio publicity shot.
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    The Black Camel (1931) by Ron Miller


    


    When Earl Derr Biggers’ novel The Black Camel was published in 1929, Charlie Chan already was becoming one of the world’s most popular fictional detectives. It was the third of Biggers’ novels about the pudgy police detective from the Honolulu P.D., each of them serialized in the Saturday Evening Post magazine. The Chan character had also been in four movies by then and there was a heavy demand for more.


    Many fans still consider The Black Camel to be the best of the six Chan novels Biggers completed before his untimely death in 1933 — and the film, though seldom seen today, is certainly one of the best of the classy group made by Fox Film Corp. in the 1930s.


    It stands out because the story is a rich and complex one that takes place in Chan’s own backyard — the island of Oahu — rather than “on the road,” as so many of the subsequent Chan stories played out. It also has a fairly lavish look about it, especially compared to the low-budget Chan films made by Poverty Row studio Monogram in the 1940s.


    But an even more important reason why Chan fans liked The Black Camel is its much greater fealty to the original novel. That means the Charlie Chan you see in this film is much more like the one Biggers created as a well-intentioned contrast to the negative Fu Manchu-style images of Chinese characters so prevalent in books and films of the early 20th century.


    To be sure, this Chan still spouts uncomfortable bits of philosophic wisdom, such as, “Alas, mouse cannot cast shadow like elephant” and “All foxes come at last to fur store.” Both novel and film also contain the embarrassing character of Kashimo, Chan’s dull-witted Japanese assistant, who’s the butt of much derision by Inspector Chan. But, in general, this Charlie Chan is a genial, self-deprecating man who’s generally liked by most people around him, except, of course, the culprit Chan ultimately exposes as the killer in the final pages of the novel and the last reel of the film.


    In The Black Camel, a Hollywood movie company arrives in Honolulu to film a few remaining scenes of a film that has been shooting on location in the Far East for several weeks. Inspector Chan is not directly concerned with the movie company when he first appears in the story. Instead, he’s posing as a Chinese businessman in order to check up on a mysterious “fortune teller,” also recently arrived on the island, who Chan suspects of being a charlatan aiming to bilk rich tourists.


    That sets up one of the best scenes in both the book and the film as the clairvoyant, who calls himself “Tarneverro the Great,” sees through Chan’s false identity and identifies him as a cop. This earns him Charlie’s initial respect.


    In the film, the scene also brings together two of the most interesting antagonists of early 1930s cinema: Warner Oland, who plays Chan, and Bela Lugosi, fresh from his masterful performance in Universal’s 1931 box office smash, Dracula. Oland’s Chan is self-confident, disarmingly genial and incalculably shrewd while Lugosi’s Tarneverro is overwhelmingly mysterious, yet indubitably charismatic. Given Lugosi’s piercing eyes and commanding presence, you expect him to be a mighty nemesis even though the air seems suffused with the odor of red herring.


    Tarneverro explains he has come to Hawaii at the request of Shelah Fane (Dorothy Revier), a famous but fading Hollywood star who’s the leading lady of the film now shooting there. She pays handsomely for his advice — and this time she wants Tarneverro to look into the future and help her decide if she should marry Alan Jaynes (William Post, Jr.), a millionaire she met on the ocean liner that brought her to Hawaii.


    Miss Fane is worried that Jaynes might be dragged into a major scandal if it ever came out that she’s linked to one of the most notorious unsolved murder cases in Hollywood history. She tells Tarneverro that she was in the house of Hollywood star Denny Mayo three years earlier — and saw who killed him that night. The case has baffled Hollywood’s detective bureau ever since and her admission that she witnessed the killing would be a sensation, if made public.


    Shortly afterward, Miss Fane is found murdered in her seaside pavilion and suddenly Chan must take on the case. Suspects include her assistant, Julie (Sally Eilers); Jaynes, who was furious when she told him she couldn’t marry him; her ex-husband, Robert Fyfe (Victor Varconi), who’s now a stage actor in Honolulu; and, of course, the mysterious Tarneverro.


    The Fox film version would be worth seeing if only for the many sequences filmed in 1930-era Honolulu. Modern viewers get to see a relatively unspoiled Honolulu in the days when the Royal Hawaiian Hotel was new and Hawaii was a very exotic vacation spot for Americans. The movie also has a very appealing supporting cast, including a very boyish Robert Young, still years from leading man roles, as Julie’s suitor, publicity man Jimmy Bradshaw, and sinister Dwight Frye as Miss Fane’s butler. Frye played Renfield, Lugosi’s raving mad disciple, in Dracula, so this is a reunion for the two film bogeymen.


    Though the film follows the general plotline of the novel, it does add a few major changes, chief among them a romance between the butler and Miss Fane’s maid, which provides a surprising bit of action at the film’s climax. The script also juggles many of the clues, assigning them to different suspects. Shelah Fane, for instance, tears a crucial photo to bits in the movie, but it is torn by another suspect in the book.


    In the movie, filming has begun on the Honolulu scenes when Shelah is murdered, but it hasn’t yet started when the murder takes place in the book.


    The significance of the film’s title, by the way, comes from one of Chan’s philosophical aphorisms: “Death is a black camel that kneels unbidden at every gate.” It certainly kneels at the gate of Miss Fane’s beachfront pavilion.


    One interesting piece of movie trivia is worth noting: Val Martino, director of the movie being filmed in the story, is played in The Black Camel by Hamilton MacFadden, who was directing the real film at the time.


    For those who are able to see The Black Camel movie, they will not be disappointed by the film’s adaptation of the 1929 novel. The basic story is the same, but the book fills in the characters in greater depth and includes some who barely are seen in the movie.


    The May 16, 1931, Motion Picture Herald proclaimed, “Warner Oland has never given a better performance than that of Charlie Chan in this production, but he shares honors with Bela Lugosi, whose portrayal of Tarneverro is masterly.”


    Time didn’t mention the cast by name in its review but noted, “The Black Camel (Fox) is an amusing mystery story in which the corpse is that of a cinema actress, the scene Hawaii, the detective celebrated Charlie Chan, the suspects as follows: a patently fake male fortuneteller, a slick actor in a dinner coat, a pretty little girl who steals an emerald ring, a butler who does not know his place, a young millionaire who drives a roadster and is anxious to get out of town, a maid servant, a man who mumbles indignantly, a beachcombing artist with sneering enunciation, a tough blonde who incites Detective Chan to aphorism.” In Classic Images, Charles P. Mitchell, writing on Chan films, states, “Bela Lugosi, fresh from his success in Dracula, was impressive as the mystic Tarneverro. He was at the height of his powers, and his personal magnetism was considerable. He has a number of terrific scenes with Oland.”


    In Mad About Movies, Susan Svehla, discussing the film, observes, “Lugosi and Dorothy Revier have an incredibly tense scene as he tries to ‘help’ Shelah. He draws the shades throwing the room into darkness. ‘Now look deep, think, think of the matter that troubles you.’A crystal ball in the center of the table glows and Lugosi grows more insistent and demanding as he tries to force Shelah to tell him who murdered Denny Mayo. The cinematographer draws on German expressionism in this noir-ish precursor as he films the two actors in dramatic close-up. The crystal ball lights their faces from below. Lugosi stares into the crystal ball, his eyes glowing, ‘I see a dead man!’ Shadows from the blinds fall onto them as she tries to leave before telling Tarneverro what he wants to know. The movie is worth viewing for this scene alone. What a pity most fans have never seen this film. Lugosi is at his most attractive in this film, perhaps even more so than in Dracula, towering over his cast mates, his chisled features and dark eyes lending him a romantic but slightly terrifying aura.”


    While Arthur Lennig, famed Lugosi scholar and author of The Count, has a different favorite scene: “There is one delightful scene in which Charlie Chan asks Tarneverro to ride with him in an old automobile. The car lurches down the road with an almost oblivious Charlie at the wheel. The great Tarneverro loses his mystic detachment, and his facial expressions become a sheer delight as he apprehensively glances at the inscrutable Chan and then at the countryside swirling past. Finally Tarneverro diplomatically inquires how long Charlie has been driving! Lugosi plays the scene just right and shows that he did have a flair for comedy.


    The Charlie Chan of The Black Camel is not the egregious version of the 1940s films featuring Sidney Toler, who replaced the deceased Oland. Still, the Asian community never has been comfortable with non-Asian actors playing a Chinese character created by a white man. Today Charlie Chan is considered by many to be an example of defamatory racist stereotyping by white Hollywood. Ironically, The Black Camel comes from an era when good-intentioned producers were trying to right some wrongs. If you can look at it that way, The Black Camel is still a very absorbing mystery novel — and a highly entertaining film and a nice juicy role for Lugosi.
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      Warner Oland as Charlie Chan and Bela Lugosi as Tarneverro in The Black Camel.
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      The cast and crew of The Black Camel on board The City of Los Angeles set sail for Honolulu.
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    Chandu the Magician (1932) by Dennis Fischer


    


    The Chandu the Magician series began life as a West Coast radio program starring Gayne Whitman in 1931. Fox studio, which later merged with 20th Century to form 20th Century-Fox, bought the rights and selected Edmund Lowe, who had played a magician in the Fox film The Spider (1931), to essay the role of Chandu. The co-director of The Spider and co-director of Chandu the Magician was the legendary William Cameron Menzies, noted for such SF film classics as Things to Come, The Whip Hand and, of course, Invaders From Mars.


    Lugosi would later appear as the character Chandu the Magician in Principal’s 1934 serial, The Return of Chandu, which was shot on sets leftover from King Kong. However, Lugosi’s charismatic and commanding presence is the only thing to recommend this pedantic serial, and although he makes a fine Chandu (with his long expressive fingers, few actors could match Lugosi in hand gestures suggestive of putting the whammy on somebody), he’s even better in the villainous role of the ruthless Roxor in this entry, Chandu the Magician.


    The most notable man connected with the production apart from Lugosi was the other director, William Cameron Menzies, a man of myriad talents, most notably in design.


    Menzies worked with the idiosyncratic director Roland West, for whom he designed three films, The Bat (1926), later remade by West in 70mm in 1930 as The Bat Whispers, which inspired Bob Kane to create the comic book character The Batman; The Dove (1927), for which Menzies won the first assistant director Academy Award ever, and Alibi (1929), which features Menzies’ fascinating art deco-cum-Expressionistic set designs obviously inspired by The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari.


    Menzies’ first two films as a director, both co-directed by Kenneth McKenna, were concerned with magicians doing tricks, which showcased Menzies’ knowledge of special effects techniques. The first, The Spider, features Edmund Lowe performing a series of tricks to unveil a murderer in the audience, and the second, Always Goodbye (not to be confused with the Barbara Stanwyck film with the same title made seven years later), was much the same. Chandu’s cinematographer was the great James Wong Howe (Mark of the Vampire; Seconds), who later worked with Menzies on King’s Row.


    Chandu begins inventively with a waving hand seemingly conjuring up the titles, with the name Chandu looking as if it were fashioned out of sparkling sequins. Unlike many early sound films, Chandu has a very fluid look thanks to the many dollies through miniatures that break up the more static shots typical of productions of the period. Miniatures are also used to extend sets and at times were shot and back-projected behind actors to create the impression of immense antiquities on the film’s frugal budget. Indeed, the film is almost an encyclopedia of early special effects techniques, featuring one inventive effect after another throughout its fast paced running time. The opening sets up that Frank Chandler (Lowe) has learned all the secrets of the Yogi and is now christened Chandu. To demonstrate his powers, Chandu does the famous Indian rope trick, performs an example of astral projection and walks across hot coals, all tricks he will need to use later in the film, Edmund Lowe was considered a dependable leading man who could play both two-fisted heroes and drawing room Romeos in the 1920s and ’30s, and while his Chandu lacks the mystery and other-worldly quality that marked Lugosi’s interpretation, his down-to-earth style makes for a clean-cut hero with a wry sense of humor.


    Chandu’s teacher shows the magician a crystal ball with the image of Roxor (Lugosi) warning of “death and destruction rising from the brain of a madman.” He is told that Roxor lives in the cliffs above the third cataract of the Nile and that this great danger will threaten him personally through his family.


    Chandu’s sister, Dorothy (Virginia Hammond), is married to scientist Robert Regent (Henry B. Walthall). Regent has invented a secret death ray capable of destroying whole cities, though his motivation for doing so is never explained. He demonstrates the ray’s destructive power by blasting a large block of stone into nonexistence. Such rays were commonplace staples in the mainstream pulp magazines of the 1920s and ’30s, inspired by the discovery of X-rays by Wilhelm Konrad Roentgen in 1895 and perhaps the heat ray of H.G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds (1898).


    The machinery in Regent’s laboratory is clearly manufactured by famed electrical wizard Kenneth Strickfaden, who provided similar services for Frankenstein, The Mask of Fu Manchu, Bride of Frankenstein and Young Frankenstein.


    Roxor arrives at Regent’s laboratory and arranges his kidnapping on the spot with the help of some stealthy henchmen who abduct the scientist and lower him into a boat waiting below. Nor does Roxor forget to take Regent’s equipment. We divine his purpose when he promises, “An end to all that is noble, all that is sane.”


    Lugosi, fresh from his turn as Murder Legendre in White Zombie, is in fine form as the wild-eyed madman Roxor, though for the most part his performance harkens back to his turn as Dr. Mirakle in Murders in the Rue Morgue. He gives his lines a very similar, exuberant reading with his larger than life delivery and expressive voice making for a commanding presence.


    Unlike Mirakle, Roxor has no “advancement of science” justification for his actions. Here he is simply a vindictive, albeit clever, fiend with a thirst for destruction. He is a meglomaniac who wants to bring down civilization in order that the world will regard him in awe and acclaim him ruler. Like the later Dr. No, he has no real understanding of the technology he wishes to control; it is simply enough that he can ruthlessly extort others into doing his will.


    A sandstorm rages outside the building where Regent’s family, Dorothy and her daughter Betty Lou (June Viasek), and son, Bobby (Nestor Aber), await word from Robert. Sinister figures peer through the windows and the family grows anxious. To the accompaniment of mysterioso music, they see the shadow of Chandu at the end of the hallway. (We later learn that this music is an “astral bell” which alerts Chandu to the presence of great danger, though, of course, it sounds nothing like a bell.) Clearly, the family is in danger, but Chandu makes for a reassuring protector. He uncovers a letter that Regent wrote to Roxor in response to Roxor’s demands for the death ray. The letter warns Roxor that Regent will expose his nefarious plans to the government if he persists. Chandu has thus far been unable to contact Regent with his mental powers, suggesting that Regent is drugged or has otherwise been rendered mentally insensible.


    The film is a back and forth battle between the evil of Roxor and his devilish henchmen and the kind but cunning Chandu.


    “I shall be greater than any pharaoh,” Lugosi exults. “Civilization and all its works shall be destroyed. Man shall return to savagery, leaving only one supreme intelligence — me!” This, in a nutshell, is Roxor’s mad plan, achieving greatness by undermining the advances of the present.


    As the adventure concludes, the heroes escape the ruins in the nick of time when the raygun explodes, killing Roxor and bringing the ruins down around everyone’s ears. Chandu pulls the unharmed Nadji from the wreckage and they embrace beneath a romantic moon.


    Chandu the Magician has no great themes or thoughts buried in it
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