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    Preface


    


    The discovery of the novel Londres Après Minuit, written by Lucien Boisyvon and published in France in 1929, gives fans of Lon Chaney yet another take on the most eagerly-sought of all lost films; it is another major source in addition to the many discussed in my previous book London After Midnight: A New Reconstruction Based on Contemporary Sources (BearManor Media, 2016). Boisyvon (1886-1967), who as author used only his last name as a kind of brand, was a prolific writer and newspaper critic, described in French biographical sources as “Auteur dramatique, publiciste, romancier,” and “cinéphile.” His novelization Londres Après Minuit is one of the Ciné-Volume series published by J. Ferenczi et Fils in Paris in the 1920s and ’30s; the latter consisted of dozens of novelized version of contemporary films written by multiple authors. Boisyvon himself wrote at least nineteen film novelizations including those in other series such as Les Grands Romans Films and Cinéma-Bibliothèque. The catalog of the Bibliothèque Nationale, the national library of France, lists more than thirty books to his credit.


    The last known copy of the 1927 London After Midnight film that he novelized in 1929 was destroyed in an MGM vault fire on May 13th, 1967; but a wide range of surviving sources tells us much about what was in it. This material includes a published shooting script and a full-length photoplay-edition novel based on it; a pressbook including a plot summary of the story; dozens of still photographs; numerous contemporary reviews; copyright registrations; the film editor’s typed cutting continuity (a skeletal listing of every scene in the final film with all intertitles); music cue sheets to accompany the film; and an 11,000 word fictionized version of the film published in the British periodical Boy’s Cinema at the time of the film’s London release in 1928.


    Two recent attempts to reconstruct the film must be added to the mix. The first is a book-format reconstruction by Philip J. Riley, London After Midnight: A Reconstruction (Cornwall Books, 1985; revised 2nd edition: BearManor Media, 2011). Film historian Riley used almost all of the surviving still photos from the film and arranged them in the order provided by the cutting continuity, including the original intertitles written by Joe Farnham. The second is a 2003 DVD version created by Rick Schmidlin and published by TCM Archives (Turner Classic Movies); its visual emphasis uses essentially the same still photos and intertitles, again arranged according to the plot sequence given by the cutting continuity but given “motion” by camera panning and zooming. An original musical score was created for this project. (The film’s original music cue sheets were discovered only subsequently.)


    The problems with these two reconstructions are that, first, there aren’t enough surviving still photos to illustrate all of the scenes known (from the cutting continuity) to have been in the actual film; and this has required frequent re-use of many of the same shots, simply cropped or enlarged differently, at different places in the sequence. Second, the use of the cutting continuity — although it is indeed our best record of what was in the actual film — is problematic in itself because the plot of the story, as given therein, is simply incoherent. (This fact was noted by several contemporary reviews of the film.) In using that skeletal outline of the story’s content, then, in conjunction with an inadequate pool of surviving still photos, both reconstructions were required to add additional explanatory intertitles of their own; and these, in both cases, have further exacerbated the original plot’s existing problems.


    Another way to imaginatively “reconstruct” the film, however, is through literary sources: fictionized versions of the film published with selected photos from it, sufficient to give readers a visual sense both of the characters’ appearances and of the settings in which they move. Such literary stories can fill in much more of what is going on in a story than can be conveyed visually by the still photos and intertitles alone.


    Up to now only two major literary versions of London After Midnight contemporary with the film have been known. The first is the afore-mentioned photoplay edition by Marie Coolidge-Rask (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1928; London: The Readers Library Publishing Company, 1928). This version of the story was based on an advance copy of the film’s shooting script (published in the Riley volumes cited above), and completed before the film was released, in order to be marketed at the same time that the film appeared in theaters. (The February 15, 1928, copyright date of the American edition of the novel represents it registry in the U.S. Copyright Office; the book itself was available earlier to readers, at the time of the film’s release on December 3, 1927.)


    The main problem with the Coolidge-Rask fictionization is that the advance copy of the script that it is based on does not represent any of the subsequent and extensive editing that took place to produce the released version of the film; it is the latter version that is represented in the cutting continuity. The plot of the story, in going from the one version to the other, underwent major changes: the script has two murders, the continuity has one. The script has the Chaney character, Detective Burke, masquerade not only as the vampiric Man in the Beaver Hat but also as a “Colonel Yates” character — who is entirely deleted in the continuity, although Chaney’s “Yates” make-up remains in the film as a different ‘persona’ of Detective Burke. This change in his physical appearance in the middle of the film makes the Burke character appear radically different from how he looks at the beginning and end — a striking alteration that is not well-explained in the continuity. Indeed, there are many other important discrepancies between the script and the continuity; these are discussed at length in my previous book, and need not be rehearsed in detail here.


    The second surviving contemporary literary version of the story is an 11,000-word fictionization of the film published in the British magazine Boy’s Cinema in December of 1928, the month of the film’s release in London. The anonymous author of this photo-illustrated story very definitely follows the plot as given in the film’s cutting continuity — unlike the Coolidge-Rask fictionization that follows the prior script. There is every indication that this author actually saw the film. (This story is reprinted in full in my previous book.)


    Londres Après Minuit can now be added to the mix as the third contemporary literary fictionization of the story. This newly-discovered 32,500-word novelization of the film written in French in 1929 has now been ably translated into English by Kieran O’Driscoll of Ireland, whose talents have been previously used in BearManor Media’s Palik Series of Jules Verne translations. This, too, is a contemporary “photoplay edition”.


    The most important introductory observation I can make about this version of the story is that it, too, follows the basic plot given in the cutting continuity — i.e., one murder rather than two; no “Col. Yates” character, etc. — and so its author must have seen the actual film. Unlike the Boy’s Cinema writer, however, the French author evidently did not have access to any of the array of English language supplemental materials, i.e., the shooting script, the Coolidge-Rask novelization, the pressbook — or the Boy’s Cinema version — with which to “fill in the holes” in the plot as given onscreen.


    What this means is that he had only one source — his viewing of the film itself — to provide the basic plot to which he adheres. Given the incoherence of that plot, Mr. Boisyvon (like his Boy’s Cinema counterpart) quite evidently recognized its problems. He then set about filling in the gaps, anomalies, and inconsistencies he was confronted with by making up his own “filler” material. The result is a story that adheres to the basic plot of the cutting continuity — and therefore to the plot of the now-missing film — but which is nonetheless very different from both of the previous literary fictionizations.


    I don’t want to provide spoilers here about the directions taken by this version of the story; I will discuss these in relation to the cutting continuity in the Afterword.


    The only other known copy of Londres Après Minuit, apart from the one now in my possession, resides in the Bibliothèque Nationale de France. It is no wonder that this source has been overlooked by previous scholars (myself included): much like the Boy’s Cinema version, it has been just as much “lost” as the actual film until its very recent rediscovery. A full presentation of it, for the first time in English, follows.

  


  
     


    


    BOISYVON


    


    London After Midnight


    


    A Novel


    


    Following the film as interpreted by LON CHANEY


    


    (Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer)

  


  
     


    


    LONDON AFTER MIDNIGHT


    Starring


    


    LON CHANEY — Detective Burke.


    MARCELINE DAY — Lucile.


    AND


    CONRAD NAGEL — Arthur Hibbs.

  


  
     


    


    Part One


    


  
    I. A Man Is Killed


    


    The honourable Edward C. Burke was beginning the summing up of his investigation.


    “I think,” he said, “that there can be no possible room for doubt. Sir Roger Bradford was killed by a shot from a firearm. I am also sure it was a bullet fired from a revolver that caused his death. In a nutshell, all of that is perfectly clear: there was a gunshot; a man, lying dead on the ground, was discovered. There is nothing that can be done by us to alter those facts.”


    The sound of a sigh broke the heavy silence.


    The sigh had emanated from the butler who was standing somewhat apart from the others, in a corner, modestly distancing himself from all of the other persons present at the detective’s summing up of his investigation, and all of whom were members of the dead man’s family.


    Burke turned towards him and said to him, in an almost cheery tone of voice: “Rotten weather, isn’t it, Williams?”


    “Yes, Detective,” came Williams’ short, simple reply.


    Williams always politely agreed with everyone, just as his professional duty required of him, but, in actual fact, and under the present circumstances, the detective’s assertion couldn’t be argued with.


    Detective Burke smiled affably at Williams. The turbulence of the elements were actually of little concern to Burke, for he wasn’t blessed with a romantic spirit.


    “Yes indeed, my good friend, it’s wretched weather we’re having at the moment, but on the other hand, it isn’t the weather I’ve come here to talk to you about.”


    Williams politely bowed his head, saying: “Yes, Detective.”


    He was prepared to make all possible concessions to decorum and politeness.


    “Well,” continued Burke, “since we need to talk a little bit about things that are of more direct, pressing concern to us, and so that we can get ourselves out of this blind alley in which we presently find ourselves, let me ask you, Williams: how long have you been a butler in the service of Sir Roger Bradford?”


    Williams’ reply was clear: “For twenty years, Sir.”


    “And tell me, Williams: you claim you didn’t at all hear the gunshot that most probably caused the death of your master?”


    “No, Sir, I heard nothing.”


    Burke frowned. “So why, then, did you come downstairs to this room immediately after the death occurred?”


    Williams appeared a little ill at ease at this question. One might almost have thought that he was experiencing some difficulty in giving clear expression to this thoughts. He blinked, opened his mouth and closed it several times, before finally resolving to reply:


    “Sir, I don’t know what came over me. I had some sort of vague feeling, some sixth sense that something had happened to my master. It was as if some strange, supernatural force drove me to make my way down here, and I couldn’t resist its power. It was I who discovered the body, in the very position that it currently occupies. I hope that there’s nothing wrong with that, surely, Sir?”


    Burke carefully, keenly looked the butler in the eye for a good thirty seconds, then said, in a gruff though not unkindly manner: “Hum! No, there’s nothing wrong with any of that, but permit me to point out that it really was a strange presaging of disaster on your part — you don’t happen to possess the gift of second sight, do you, Williams?”


    The butler shook his head. “Nobody has ever told me any such thing, Sir! I’m an ordinary, respectable individual.”


    Burke gave the merest hint of a smile. “Sir James,” he said, now bluntly addressing that gentleman, “you claim to have bid your cousin goodnight and to have left him alone here at eleven o’clock. Did you run into anybody after leaving him?”


    Sir James thought about this question for a moment, searching his recollections, then shook his head. “No, I didn’t see anyone; or at least I saw nobody unfamiliar to me; the only person I caught a glimpse of after having left Sir Roger, still alive at that point, was my nephew Arthur Hibbs. He was reading in his bedroom, at my house, and I remained for a few moments in his company to ask him to lend me a certain work of philosophy that I was interested in consulting.”


    Burke frowned. “Ah!” said he, “so you saw your nephew?”


    “I certainly did,” replied Sir James, a little taken aback.


    “He was reading, you say?”


    “Yes!”


    “And nothing about his manner or appearance seemed unusual?”


    Sir James, wide-eyed, made no attempt to conceal the surprise he was feeling. Nonetheless, this question caused him some nameless anxiety and he couldn’t help asking, in a stuttering voice: “Surely you don’t suspect my nephew, Mr Burke?”


    To which the detective sharply and drily retorted: “It’s my job to suspect everybody.”


    And, immediately afterwards, allowing none of those present to recover their composure after that remark whose repercussions were likely to be considerable, he turned towards Arthur Hibbs who, ensconced in an armchair, was observing all this questioning with a perfectly detached, nonchalant air.


    “Mr. Hibbs,” he said, “I wish to ask you for a very specific piece of information. Where did you spend the evening, and what were you doing at the moment the tragedy occurred?”


    Arthur was a young man of about twenty-five years of age, tall, slim, with a perfectly distinguished appearance, and unquestionably elegant. His face didn’t reflect any concealed thoughts, and the regularity of his features lent him such an open and frank expression that he was liked by all who saw him, from the very outset.


    A fleeting smile played about his lips, yet his eyes blinked several times as he replied: “What? Where was I? But…in my bedroom! I was there for the whole evening; I read, or rather reread, a volume by Oscar Wilde: its title is The Picture of Dorian Gray, since you require such precise details.”


    This didn’t seem to make any impression on the investigator who, having noted this answer, went on: “You are aware that Sir Roger Bradford died about half an hour ago. Can you tell me why you arrived at his home a quarter of an hour after his death?”


    Arthur Hibbs shrugged his shoulders and replied, somewhat disdainfully: “If he died half an hour ago, how come you are already here? Might you, by any chance, have been present when Sir Roger was killed?”


    Burke didn’t appear at all disturbed or offended by the sharp, sarcastic reply that had been made to him, and nobody would think that he bore the slightest resentment towards, or grudge of any description against, the young man.


    There remained one further witness to question. But that witness, in truth, could not furnish the detective with any significant information bearing on his investigation. The witness in question was Lucile, the only and much-loved daughter of the victim.


    Burke bowed to her.


    “Miss,” he said, “I deeply respect your grief and will ensure not to question you at any length. Please accept my deepest condolences and my sincerest wishes that time will soon heal your sorrow, and forgive me for all these questions that I’m obliged to ask in your presence, but as you well know, my duty makes it necessary.”


    Between sobs, she stammered: “I understand, Sir, and please don’t postpone or curtail your investigations on my account. I will assist you to whatever extent you may require, and I shall be always ready to be of service to you.”


    Burke thanked her by a further bow, and then, distancing himself a little from the assembled group, he looked at each of these people who were supplying him with evidence, in turn, and said, in an almost toneless voice, one in which no hint of personal emotion was discernible: “My duty, indeed, was to question each and every one of you, even though the note I found on the dead man’s table leaves no doubt as to the cause of this tragedy. My duty now is to reveal the contents of that note to you: Sir Roger committed suicide.”


    His declaration was greeted with astonishment. Wasn’t this really a shocking twist that nobody, quite obviously from their appearance, could have anticipated?


    Like all detectives, Burke was probably quite partial to dramatic effect, because, for a few seconds, he allowed himself to savour the surprise and consternation that he had caused; then, searching in his pocket, he took out a piece of paper, which he unfolded and held up in his hand.


    “When I arrived here,” he said, “I noticed, on Sir Roger’s table, a piece of paper that had been conspicuously placed on the blotter. It’s only natural that, in the shock immediately following the discovery of the victim’s body, nobody noticed this sheet of paper. However, the contents of this note are most explicit. Please allow me to read it to you, even though it is addressed specifically to Lady Lucile.”


    There was a complete, heavy silence. Burke readjusted his spectacles to allow him to better read the handwritten note, brought the paper close to his nose and read the contents aloud, slowly, and pausing after each word.


    


    Lucile,


    I have decided, of my own volition, to kill myself; forgive me for the pain that I’m about to cause you.


    


    Burke lifted his head from the note. That was all that was contained in the letter, and his piercing eyes once more fixed themselves on the assembled witnesses, waiting to observe their reactions.


    Lucile had stood up from her seat.


    Her grief seemed to have suddenly vanished and her eyes burned feverishly bright, while her fingers tore her handkerchief to shreds; she then vehemently declared: “That is simply not possible, Mr. Burke; my father had no reason to commit suicide.”


    And Sir James added, in support of her rebellious contradiction of the letter’s words: “I believe Lucile to be right,” he stated decisively. “Are you really sure that you aren’t mistaken, Mr. Burke? This declaration of an intention to commit suicide doesn’t, in my opinion, resolve the strange mystery surrounding this tragedy. I urge you not to cease your enquiry by coming to a conclusion that may be false; please continue with your investigation.”


    The detective approached Williams, handed the unfolded piece of paper to him, and asked him the straightforward question: “Williams, do you recognize your master’s handwriting on this note?”


    The butler lowered his head, took the paper in his slightly-trembling hands, studied it at length and then gave it back to the detective, murmuring: “Alas! This is indeed my unfortunate master’s handwriting. I have no doubt that it was he himself who wrote this letter.”


    Burke looked at the assembled family members and seemed to bask in a triumphant glory that bore no trace of humility: “So,” he declared, “there you have it!”


    None of the appalled witnesses uttered a single word, but Sir James and Lucile were shaking their heads, while Hibbs, his hands folded, seemed to be attentively studying the opposite wall. Was he displaying a complete lack of interest in these proceedings? Or did he feel resentment towards the detective who had been so insultingly inquisitive towards him?


    “Therefore,” Burke went on, “my report to the authorities will conclude that this was a suicide, so I really think that, under the circumstances, none of you will be bothered any further by the police.”

  


  
    II. For the Past Five Years…


    


    Sir Roger Bradford’s death had, in sum, remained a mystery. The official enquiry, basing itself on Detective Burke’s perfectly clear report, had concluded that Sir Roger’s death was caused by suicide and the police had had no further involvement in the case. It could indeed be said that, five years after his death, nobody gave any further thought to Sir Roger, apart from a few friends who had known him and his family personally.


    Lucile was probably the only person who still moved heaven and earth in an attempt to prove that her father had not at all committed suicide.


    She was living in Sir James’ house, in the company of Sir James himself, and Arthur Hibbs.


    Alas! Sir Roger’s house had well and truly undergone a dramatic transformation since those happy days when it had been full of life and bustle.


    Even though the residence had been advertised, for sale or rent, by means of publicly affixed notices and small ads in the press, nobody had wanted to live in it. And, in the space of five years, deprived as it was of all upkeep, it had become the gloomiest of abandoned houses.


    Naturally, people began to say that it was “haunted”.


    In England, every time a mysterious death shakes up the usual, deceptive harmony of understandable, natural events, people’s minds turn the mysterious place of occurrence of that demise into a ghostly lair.


    In the desolate grounds of the mansion, grass and weeds grew uncontrollably; trees that were now free of the attention of billhooks and pruning shears randomly strewed their parasitic offshoots all round them; and, in the corners of irreparably closed windows, bats would hang during the day, and, in the first hours of darkness, would fly round that dwelling in which there was nobody to contest their squatters’ rights.


    The interior of the dwelling house was even more desolate and forbidding.


    Sir Roger’s fortune had never been considerable; and, during his lifetime, he must have allowed many parts of his house to fall into disuse and disrepair, confining himself to maintaining only those rooms that were actually lived in.


    In the aftermath of his demise, nature, whose powers of disintegration are commonly exercised, had done its best to reduce to naught, all of that which had once adorned and decorated the house of a human being.


    Many people living in the neighbourhood, when passing by that house on winter nights, would only risk a hasty sidelong glance at it and then hurry away towards less spine-chilling quarters.


    It was even claimed — and certain folk swore that it wasn’t at all an optical illusion — that lights had been seen behind the first-floor windows.


    When all these rumours were reported to Sir James’ household, Roger Bradford’s cousin would shrug his shoulders with a melancholy air, and state categorically that he didn’t believe in such nonsense.


    As for Arthur Hibbs, he appeared much more interested in the above reported sightings, and would often ask probing questions that made the eager tellers of these ghostly tales feel quite awkward.


    He especially wished to know if there were still bats to be seen there. Did he have some particular affection for bats, then?


    It should be pointed out that Arthur Hibbs was the person for whom Lucile had the strongest preference and friendship.


    She certainly had a lot of affection for Sir James too, but the latter seemed so far removed from practical worldly concerns, his dreamy spirit carrying him so often beyond the real limits of life, that the young woman didn’t derive much comfort from their conversations. And it was almost as if Sir James himself sought to avoid her on certain occasions and was afraid of being alone with her.


    Sir James’ kitchen was a kingdom ruled with an iron fist by Betty, the cook, and Harris, the handyman, gardener, cleaner and stove-keeper.


    Williams, who had been the butler of the late Roger Bradford, had found refuge at Sir James’ house, but he still seemed to consider that dwelling as merely a temporary accommodation; and never, up to now, had he appeared to think that he had taken up permanent residence there.


    At times he could be seen — mainly in the early evening — walking in the grounds and inspecting, through a permanently-closed gate, the garden of his former master’s house. Who knows what secret regrets he had left behind in that place…?


    Anytime that anyone spoke to him about Sir Roger, he would avoid answering, and would change the subject as quickly as possible.


    Lucile was convinced that Williams knew more than he was letting on about her father’s death; and, one day, she had confided in Arthur about this suspicion of hers.


    But that young man had gently reassured and calmed her, asking her not to dwell any further on those things that were needlessly torturing her mind.


    “Your father is dead, Lucile,” he had said. “Let him rest in peace; unfortunately, there’s nothing to prove that he didn’t deliberately take his own life. Believe me, life can still be happy for you.”


    So then she found solace with the passing of time, despite not being able to forget.


    One day, however, there was an almighty commotion in the kitchen. It was a few weeks after Christmas, at that time of year when the whole of England seems to slumber and do penance.


    Sir James, Arthur and Lucile, who were in the living room on the first floor, silently reading various books while waiting for the bell announcing dinner to be rung, suddenly heard raised voices that caused them to look up from their respective volumes; and they looked at each other, wondering what on earth could be upsetting the silent peace of that austere dwelling.


    Sir James was the first to react, dragged abruptly as he was from his usual state of reverie.


    “What’s going on,” he said, “is somebody
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