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    For Boris Karloff

  


  
    Introduction


    


    After profiling arch bogeyman Bela Lugosi in our initial installment of the Midnight Marquee Actors Series one year ago, we have decided to make his counterpart, Boris Karloff, the focus of this second installment. While Lugosi is considered to be the more colorful personality of the two, Boris Karloff has always been considered the more versatile actor. Our purpose is not to start a Karloff/Lugosi debate within our pages, for our writers love both horror film icons (if not equally, well, that’s not the point, is it?). Karloff was the dominant horror movie personality during the decade of the 1960s (as he had been since the l930s) when I first premiered my magazine Gore Creatures, later Midnight Marquee, in the summer of 1963 (I had just turned 13). Seeing those beloved Universal horror classics on television late at night (with fuzzy reception making the viewing experience almost mystical) and catching the latest Karloff feature at theaters during Saturday afternoon matinees: The Raven (I saw it in 1963 at the Boulevard Theater with a live Spook Stage Show), Black Sabbath, The Terror, The Comedy of Terrors, etc., Karloff was seen everywhere, even on variety programs on television. Boris Karloff, moreso than any other horror film personality, became the definitive horror movie icon to me. Whether that was because of his variety of roles, his depth of acting talent, his cinematic personality (bowed legs, lisp, sinister smile, intense eyes, expressive mouth), or the stellar films in which he appeared, I do not know. But for me, Karloff represented all that was grand about horror movies. While Boris does not instill the passion that Lugosi does, Boris represents the regality and refinement of a choice wine to Bela’s whiskey personality. Boris Karloff elevated horror cinema to popular art. Again, a note of explanation as to what the Midnight Marquee Actors Series is and is not. Our intention was not to be definitive and include every one of Karloff’s features. The approach to the Actors Series is simple. We solicited written chapters from our stable of expert film writers on the Karloff film or films, on which they most desired to shed ink. Granted, these selections might not be Karloff’s best films, nor his most memorable. Many writers chose to select Karloff films on which precious little has been written. Others decided to select some that are not necessarily his best. Others opted to address the classics — Frankenstein, Bride of Frankenstein, The Black Cat, The Body Snatcher — to try to create a new slant on films so often critiqued. Interestingly enough, writers frequently comment on Karloff films other than their one focus title, and after editing chapters and placing them in chronological order, all these individual chapters magically meld into a definitive history of Karloff’s life and filmwork.


    Each writer brings his/her biases, opinions, and expertise to the table. By combining such opinionated visions and varied interpretations, this volume becomes a better-balanced vehicle by which to judge Karloff the man, his work, and his overall contribution to film.


    


    Gary J. Svehla


    October 1996


    


    It is unbelievably 15 years since we first published our tribute to Boris Karloff. The book has long been out of print, and on this the 15th anniversary, we thought it appropriate to bring out a revised version — using 15 years worth of experience and an acquired library of rare stills to redesign the book. We hope you enjoy it.


    


    Susan Svehla


    February 2011

  


  
    Frankenstein (1931) by Don G. Smith


    


    At last check there were over 24 editions of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein in print. In addition, the homunculus theme has been a staple of the cinema since Edison’s silent Frankenstein (1910). But when the world thinks of the Frankenstein Monster, it immediately conjures the image of Boris Karloff.


    KARLOFF — the loping creature with the sunken eyes, the square head, and the bolt through his neck. Impressions left by Karloff’s Creature in 1931 have been indeed long lasting. In fact, I would argue that it is Karloff’s interpretation of the Creature that has made the film one of the true Golden Age classics. But what kind of Creature does Karloff play, and why is his interpretation so successful? The answer lies in the fact that Karloff plays the Creature as a child.


    Shortly before writing Frankenstein, Mary Shelley read the novel Emile by Jean Jacques Rousseau. According to Rousseau, children have their own inner potential for learning. Children will develop according to their own natures. Rousseau, however, rejects the common Judeo-Christian assumption that children are tainted with original sin. Rousseau writes instead that “God makes all things good; man meddles with them and they become evil.” Rousseau writes further that the child develops from his pristine state following an inner pattern, subject to education.


    This, I believe, is the secret of the success of Mary Shelley’s novel, and it is also the secret of Karloff’s success as the Creature. In essence, Karloff’s Creature is a child. As such, he does receive education from nature, from man, and from things. Reflect for a moment on Karloff’s first appearance in the film.


    When Frankenstein (Colin Clive) turns out the lights, the Creature backs into the room through a doorway. He turns, and the camera relays successive portraits of the Creature’s face, each in greater close-up than before. The impression is one of a maltreated child, its cheeks hollowed and its eyes sunken like those that stare back at us from charity relief posters.


    As the Creature enters the room, it does so with baby steps. Karloff is “a toddler” — a Creature with a brain answering to Locke’s tabula rasa or blank slate; a Creature essentially reaching out to the world around it, reaching out for the education of man and the education of things. Karloff is a “toddler” with the body of a giant. It is essentially this that elicits audience sympathy because Karloff’s toddler is being mistreated. Deprived of light and human warmth, the Creature/toddler is obviously depressed. Such are the results when a child is deprived of education from both things and from man. Were it not for the powerful body given it by Frankenstein, the Creature would suffer the deprivation woes experienced by unattended infants in some orphanages. Like a neglected toddler, the Creature has not learned a language that allows it verbally to communicate its emotional response to the world.


    Arthur Edeson’s camera often draws attention to Karloff’s hands as they grope, search, plead and at times brutally murder. The hands are the feeders of the Creature’s intellect and emotions. They attempt communication, but the response they receive is usually rejection and pain. Frankenstein’s assistant, Fritz (Dwight Frye), often frightens and torments the Creature with fire for no apparent reason. When the world does not return the love of a child, the child responds in anger. Consequently, the Creature kills Fritz and Dr. Waidman (Edward Van Sloan). Karloff perfectly summons the facial expressions and body movements necessary to communicate the Creature’s distrust of the world around it. Note the violent swing of the arms meant to banish fearful objects and threatening people. Note the animal-like growl of the pre-verbal child.


    Let us return now to Rousseau, whose Emile helped inspire Shelley’s masterpiece. The novel Frankenstein [1818] has survived for almost two centuries largely because of its success in exploring ambiguities suggested by several contradictory ideas and possibilities. Is Frankenstein’s Creature a “failure” because a prideful Prometheus insists on usurping the power of God? Or is the Creature really Rousseau’s noble savage, its true nature twisted and perverted by the cruelties of human society? The novel plays fair with these crucial ideas, but the film is not so honest. John L. Balderston adapted the film from the play by Peggy Webling. Garrett Fort, Francis Edward Faragoh, John Russell (uncredited) and Robert Florey (uncredited) penned the screenplay. When Universal replaced director Robert Florey with James Whale, the former’s contributions to the film were excised from the credits. One of Florey’s reputed uncredited contributions to the film is the idea of Fritz’s mistaken delivery of a criminal brain to Frankenstein. It is, of course, this malfunctioning brain that finds its way into the skull of the Creature. But this is a cheat. Florey’s “contribution” allows us to skirt all the philosophical ambiguities suggested by the novel. Wecan simply drop all deeper consideration of why the Creature becomes a Monster by blaming the problem on the criminal brain. Then the problem simply becomes one of human error, allowing audiences to safely ignore questions of human development, of God and of society. But Karloff’s interpretation, as suggested by the final screenplay, does not allow Florey to cheat us. The Creature’s brain is Locke’s tabula rasa, not a brain apparently inclined to murder. Karloff, in playing the Creature as a child, shows no signs of undue aggression or organic mental malfunction. He is not the criminal whose “spirit” once inhabited a malfunctioning brain. The criminal spirit is gone; only the brain itself remains. Karloff simply acts and reacts as a pre-verbal child would. In other words, any organically sound child treated as Karloff is treated in the film would likewise become a Monster — especially if that child had Karloff’s size and strength, and if its role models were a negligent Frankenstein, a sadistic Fritz and a right-meaning but deadly Dr. Waldman.


    Still, even the most perceptive critics sometimes manage to miss the obvious. According to Film Weekly (January 23, 1931), “Boris Karloff’s portrayal of a synthetic Monster is an astonishing piece of work. His makeup alone is masterly and he depicts the awkwardness, the bewilderment and the fiendish instincts of the Creature with restrained power.” All of that is true except for one thing: Karloff never depicts fiendish instincts! In truth, he never exhibits aggression against another human being before someone else first aggresses against him. Perhaps Film Weekly refers to the Creature’s drowning of a little girl, the act itself being cut from the original print. Only from that scene, with its most important elements cut, could one conclude that the Creature exhibits fiendish instincts. But let us examine the scene carefully.


    The Creature is confusedly lurching through the forest when he encounters a little girl beside a pond. As any parent knows, children are almost instinctively drawn to other children. Such is the case with the Creature, who shyly shambles forward hoping to make his first real friend. Until the Creature runs out of flowers, both “children” are quite happy tossing flowers into the lake and watching them float. The Creature, who previously smiled innocently, looks down at his empty hands and becomes unhappy. He then reaches out for his friend. Universal cut from the original print the scene immediately following. Operating on the lowest levels of Piaget’s cognitive development, the Creature tosses his little friend into the lake and stands helplessly by as she fails to float. The Creature has learned a valuable lesson from “things,” one that unfortunately brings much pain and sorrow. Since the drowning itself was cut from the original print, the mistaken impression may have been left that Karloff, in that scene, depicts fiendish instincts.


    When the Creature came into the world, he was a child as described by Nietzsche — an “innocence and forgetting, a I beginning, a play, a self-propelled wheel, a first movement, a holy yes-saying.” But the Creature’s human environment answered NO!In James Whale’s Frankenstein, society does indeed take an innocent Creature and turn it into a Monster. So forget the clumsy, cheating device of Florey’s criminal brain. Though not to the same extent as Mary Shelley, Whale and Karloff make us confront real ideas. We might argue that Karloff’s Creature quickly becomes an adolescent, at which point the film raises other issues. In scenes that seem to lack motivation, the Creature enters the bedroom of Elizabeth (Mae Clarke), Frankenstein’s fiancée, and stalks her with apparently maleficent intentions. Frankenstein hears her screams and rushes to the rescue. When he opens the door he finds the Creature gone and his fiancée sprawled upon the bed. The last we saw of her, she was backed up in fear against the bedroom door. How did she get to the bed? Obviously the Creature carried her there. But why? As in the original novel, the Creature’s assault on Elizabeth can be explained as revenge against Frankenstein. But in the novel the motivations are much stronger. There, the Creature enters Elizabeth’s bedroom and actually kills her because Frankenstein broke his promise to create a mate for the Creature. If the Creature cannot have a mate, neither can Frankenstein. But the Creature’s motivation is very flimsy in the film. Elizabeth has never harmed the Creature, so what does he want with her? Well, he doesn’t try to kill her. Instead he carries her to a bed, so you figure it out.


    In the bedroom scenes we have a Creature, or adolescent, who has been learning from “nature.” The Creature desires a mate. Karloff approaches Mae Clarke clumsily, indicating the approach of an inexperienced adolescent intent on rape. As such, Karloff perfectly captures the purpose and confusion of the delinquent adolescent whose natural urges lead him toward a violent act.


    As the film winds to its conclusion, Karloff’s Creature is a maladapted adolescent unable to speak. As a result of vicious childhood neglect, the Creature is now a monster indeed. The fire in the windmill, however, cuts short all speculation as to what hope might exist. In these scenes, Karloff portrays the Creature as a sub-human animal — for that is what he has become. As Aristotle noted, any human being who lives outside of society must be either a god or a beast. Karloff has become a beast. As the fire moves closer and people cry out for his death, he lurches about the enclosed windmill like a trapped animal. The only other actor in the entire Frankenstein film genre remotely to approach in quality Karloff’s portrayal of synthetic Creature as animal is Christopher Lee in The Curse of Frankenstein (1957).


    Though the film has proven wildly effective by cinematic standards, by cutting off the Creature as an adolescent unable to speak (or as essentially a hunted animal), the 1931 horror film does not allow Shelley’s themes to be explored in a very honest way. In Shelley’s novel, the Creature learns to speak and to read. In fact, having seriously digested such classics as Milton’s Paradise Lost and Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther, he probably emerges better read and more intellectually cultivated than most of today’s American high school students. So much for Universal’s clumsy, speechless adolescent. James Whale does attempt some exploration of these themes in his sequel, Bride of Frankenstein (1935), in which the Creature at least learns to speak, if not to read. Though taken as a unit, Frankenstein and Bride of Frankenstein raise some of the key issues inherent in the novel, the combination still falls far short of the novel in philosophical complexity. In the novel, as in the films, the Creature is cruelly abandoned and elicits our sympathy. On the other hand, as he matures, he commits unforgivable crimes in a cunning manner. Can we still identify with his pain? Can we at all morally justify his actions? In Shelley’s novel, is Frankenstein the flawed romantic hero? As a “modern Prometheus” who is not a demi-god, he dies for his flaws. In Whale’s Frankenstein, audiences are spared Frankenstein’s death. Is he the hero of the film? Apparently so. At least he appears to be given the last-minute, tacked-on happy ending. Elizabeth even delivers to Frankenstein a new child to take the place of the one he created and lost. But what does this say of the Creature’s status? Again, the film cheats where the novel does not.


    Interestingly, as the Frankenstein series progressed, it increasingly cheated regarding the issues raised in the novel by relying on Florey’s criminal brain as a source of the Creature’s motivation. In Son of Frankenstein, the Creature (Boris Karloff) is regarded as “sick,” and Ygor (Bela Lugosi) becomes the Creature’s evil master, the Creature becoming little more than Ygor’s avenging angel. Interestingly, in that film, the Creature regains just a bit of the malevolent motivation present in Shelley’s novel when he decides to kill the child of Dr. Frankenstein (Basil Rathbone) because the doctor has killed the Creature’s companion, Ygor. In The Ghost of Frankenstein, Ygor takes the Creature (Lon Chaney, Jr.) to another of Frankenstein’s relatives, who specializes in diseases of the mind. In that film, the Creature is again drawn to the friendship of a little girl, though the motivation for such a relationship does not follow from the previous two films. In Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man, the Creature (Bela Lugosi) is at first befriended by the Wolf Man, and the series departs almost entirely from the Mary Shelley orbit. House of Frankenstein and House of Dracula find the Creature as a mere parody of its former self, a stiff-legged, generally ineffectual Monster that lies about in a state of illness waiting for some scientist to give it strength. The finale of the series, Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein, reduces the Creature to Dracula’s slave, an automation awaiting the brain of comedian Lou Costello. How far from Karloff’s powerful child we came! How far from Mary Shelley’s world of ideas we devolved! I think that we must conclude that in the hands of Florey and Lugosi (Universal’s first choice to play the Creature), the Frankenstein film mythology may never have received the relatively strong foundation given it by James Whale and Boris Karloff. Though unlikely, it conceivably could have been a one-shot wonder. As it stands, Universal’s Frankenstein served as a strong foundation for at least two or three good sequels, and the image of Karloff’s Creature is an indelible part of world popular culture. Still, in our evolving post-literate culture, I must, despite Boris Karloff’s great performance (which he equals only in The Black Room and The Body Snatcher), steer readers of this chapter to Mary Shelley’s novel. While any true horror aficionado has read Frankenstein, the vast majority of people believe they “know” Frankenstein because they have seen the films. Nothing could be further from the truth. Then again, if Karloff’s portrayal serves to lead audiences to the novel, as it did me, literature and culture will owe him a great debt. But even if that never happens, we already owe Karloff a great debt — for bringing to celluloid life one of the world’s most enduring screen portrayals, a thespian masterpiece based on some of the world’s most important ideas.
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      The Monster (Karloff) approaches Elizabeth (Mae Clarke).
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      James Whale directed Karloff on the set of Frankenstein.

    

  


  
    Behind The Mask (1932) and Scarface (1932) by Dennis Fischer


    


    With the advent of sound, every rat-a-tat of the machine gun and every tinkling bit of breaking glass of the gangster film could finally be captured, and a new film genre was launched. Naturally, Boris Karloff contributed to this genre in his owninimitable fashion. Early in his career, fresh from the Canadian stage, Karloff was typecast in several films as a Canadian-French fur trapper. Later in the ’20s, he essayed parts as criminals and hoods; consequently it wasn’t long before he graduated to portraying gangsters, beginning with Smart Money.


    According to Michael Brunas, John Brunas and Tom Weaver in Universal Horrors,


    


    In the early ’30s Karloff played gangland characters in a number of Hollywood films, with mixed results. With his British accent and lisp, Karloff was not suited to play American gangsters. It’s quaint and enjoyable to see Karloff as a mug or a racketeer in pictures like Smart Money (1931), Scarface (1932) and others, but his presence effectively robs them of what verisimilitude they had.


    


    While these authors try to ameliorate this slight by pointing out that Edward G. Robinson would have made a lousy mummy, the main problem with this assertion is that it isn’t quite true. While prominent gangsters came largely from Italian and Jewish immigrant backgrounds, 1930s’ America was still quite a melting pot, particularly in the major urban centers, and uncultured British accents would not have been wholly out of place. Karloff tackled his gangster roles with aplomb and verve, employing a naturalistic style that won good notices from contemporary critics.


    Karloff would play Tony Ricca in Columbia’s The Guilty Generation, going on to appear in gang-related roles in Howard Hawks’ classic Scarface, as well as Graft, Behind the Mask, The Miracle Man, Night World, Dick Tracy Meets Gruesome and The Secret Life of Walter Mitty. Although The Criminal Code is a prison film, it is very important in Karloff’s filmography because it is quite likely that Karloff’s portrayal of Ned Galloway is what convinced James Whale to cast him as the Frankenstein Monster. The body movements of Galloway when, he is about to kill an informant are identical to those Karloff used in Frankenstein, something Peter Bogdanovich emphasized in his Karloff tribute film Targets, where he shares a scene with Karloff as they watch this early Howard Hawks effort.


    Let’s take a closer look at Karloff’s two best gangster films, both released in 1932. Behind the Mask was sold as a horror film with at least some justification, although the source of horror in the film isn’t Karloff, who has a supporting role as a stooge, but that old nemesis of evil, Edward Van Sloan, best known for playing Van Helsing in Dracula and Dracula’s Daughter, Dr. Waldman in Frankenstein and Professor Muller in The Mummy. As Dr. August Steiner, Van Sloan gives one of his best and most sinister performances.


    While filmed in 1931, Behind the Mask wasn’t released until February 1932. It opens at Sing Sing where Henderson (Karloff) tells his cellmate Quinn (who is actually Jack Hart, a member of the secret service sent to prison to infiltrate a drug ring) to see a man named Arnold, who will set him up after Quinn breaks out. Henderson reveals that he is hooked up with a big man who will get him released from prison shortly; however, he refuses to reveal the identity of his mysterious patron.


    That night during cell check, Quinn (Jack Holt) is missing. Henderson laughs and says, “Quinn, now where have I heard that name before?” much to the merriment of the inmates. While sirens blare, Henderson gives the coppers the horselaugh.


    A horrific atmosphere is set up subsequently with shots of a dark and stormy night, a mysterious and somewhat Gothic house and the skittish Arnold (Claude King) discovering that the housekeeper, Edwards (Bertha Mann), has been listening in on his conversation with a man named Burke. Edwards phones an old-fashioned cylinder recorder and reports to a mysterious superior that Burke phoned Arnold.


    Hart after his “jailbreak” meets up with an agent in the rain and asks for a cigarette. To make it look good, he asks that the man shoot him in the arm and then fire his gun several times, a request with which the man complies. The now wounded Hart breaks into the house where he meets Arnold’s daughter Julie (Constance Cummings), who bandages his wound. “I’d do the same for any animal that was injured,” she tells him. Hart tells Arnold that Henderson sent him.


    Burke is an underling of Captain Hawkes (Willard Robertson), who has been working to break a drug ring. Hawkes asks him to tail Henderson once he’s released. Henderson immediately heads for the office of Dr. August Steiner, whose office is filled with menacing medical apparatus more appropriate to a mad scientist’s laboratory. The bearded, malevolent Steiner tells Henderson that the man they have been working for is displeased with him because of his curiosity, and that’s why he was framed and sent to prison. Henderson is to take over from Arnold.


    Just as Henderson is leaving, he spots Burke tailing him, rushes back, and informs Steiner. Karloff carefully conveys Henderson’s fear of making a fatal mistake, a clear contrast to the cool, collected Steiner.


    Burke pretends to be a potential patient and Steiner agrees to see him, placing him behind a fluoroscope, which allows Steiner to use X-rays to see the badge that Burke has concealed in his pocket. Steiner makes an appointment to see Burke the next day. Recalling Henderson to his office, Steiner tells him, “I made an appointment for 11 tomorrow morning — make certain he doesn’t keep it.’’


    Burke calls Hawkes saying he has discovered the identity of Mr. Xand will reveal it at 4:00. However, Burke fails to appear. Several minutes later a messenger arrives with a taunting message from Mr. Xand Burke’s badge, indicating that Burke has been killed. Hart, working for Arnold as a chauffeur, takes Arnold to his office only to discover Henderson there. Henderson is surprised and pleased to see his old pal, “Quinn,” and tells Arnold that he will take over and that there are big plans for Arnold in the organization. As Arnold leaves, Henderson menacingly bids him, “So long…pal.”


    Hart is assigned to pick up a shipment for Henderson and leaves. (Karloff shows he was always adept at sinister entendres.)


    Steiner arrives and initially becomes furious, revealing to Henderson that “Quinn” is actually a secret service agent. “How do you know he’s a federal?” asks the taken aback Henderson, who suddenly realizes the extent of his blunder. Henderson offers to kill Hart, but Steiner begins to enjoy the irony of having Hart transport drugs for them. Hart bids Julie adieu and explains to her that her father is in the dope business and tells her to get him out of it as quickly as possible. Heleaves and Arnold arrives informing Julie that Hart is a secret service man who has been marked for death. Desperately Julie rushes to the site of the seaplane to warn Hart before he takes off, but she is too late. Hart rendezvous with a ship 200 miles out and picks up the shipment, which he takes to Henderson’s boat. Henderson warns him that the feds are about and that he’d better ditch the plane and parachute out of it. After promising to pick up Hart, Henderson sees a parachute in the distance as the plane dives down and he abandons the apparently hapless agent.


    Julie goes to Hawkes’ office to tell him what happened, but Hart shows up and reveals that he suspected something, and quickly rigged a dummy with a parachute, getting safely away. Hawkes orders Hart to bring Arnold in, but when they get to his place, they find he’s been sent to Eastland Hospital where Steiner is performing an appendicitis operation. Unsurprisingly, Arnold does not pull through.


    Henderson asks him, “All right, doctor?” to which Steiner responds significantly, “Yes, he’s all right.” Hart tells Julie to be brave when they go into Arnold’s room and he asks to speak with Arnold. Edwards covers Arnold’s face instead — dead men tell no tales — and Edwards later informs the recording device that “Quinn” has somehow survived.


    Hart breaks into Steiner’s office and discovers the recording device and some recently recorded cylinders, which he takes to Hawkes. There’s enough information to charge Steiner for Arnold’s murder if they exhume Arnold’s body and prove he didn’t die from peritonitis.


    However, when opening the coffin, they discover the drug shipment rather than Arnold’s body.


    Hart rushes back to where he left Julie only to be informed that she has been taken to Eastland Hospital. After Hart leaves, Edwards makes a call announcing his imminent arrival. Just as Hart reaches Julie, he is overpowered from behind. Steiner informs him that he will conduct an operation, which, alas, Hart will not survive. Hart tells him that the police have Henderson.


    Van Sloan gets the finest and most shudder-producing moment in the film when he delivers the following monologue:


    


    Has it ever occurred to you, Mr. Hart, that you can commit almost any crime if you select the proper environment? For example, if I were to stick a knife into you in the street, it would attract attention; I might have to answer embarrassing questions. But when I stick a knife into you here, on the operating table, nothing will happen…to me…The pain when I am going through the layers of skin will not be unendurable. It is only when I begin to cut on the inside that you will realize that you are having an experience. Wasn’t it Nietzsche who said that unendurable pain merges into ecstasy? We shall find out whether that was an epigram or a fact. For my part, I know it will be ecstasy.


    


    Steiner is just about to begin his first, anesthetic-less incision when a nurse comes in whom Steiner assumes to be Edwards. Instead, it is Julie, who fires and kills the masked surgeon. Steiner, it is revealed, is Dr. Monsell, an anti crime-fighting doctor, who adopts a beard to take on the alter ego of Steiner, the man behind the mask. Julie and Hart plan on marriage at the happy fade-out.


    Karloff makes a game try at an American accent in the film, but his soft-spoken familiar British accent keeps coming through. Henderson’s capture takes place off-camera, giving Karloff no exciting action scenes in which to shine. Nevertheless, he does a good job of conveying a ruthless underling who lives in fear of his unknown master. That the sinister Steiner is really Mr. Xis no big surprise — his references to working for a superior are an obvious red herring; however, his dual role as Dr. Monsell is harder to spot since Van Sloan’s usual thick accent and looks have been altered effectively. Van Sloan makes the most of his menacing dialogue and proves he could be the equal of Lionel Atwill when playing sinister surgeons.


    Director John Francis Dillon would work again almost immediately with Karloff on The Cohens and Kellys in Hollywood, the sixth in the insipid series about the competition between a Jewish and an Irish family. Karloff has a mere cameo in the film, appearing as a star at the famous Coconut Grove in the company of Universal stars Tom Mix and Lew Ayres, in Karloff’s first Universal film after Frankenstein.


    Millionaire turned film producer Howard Hughes wanted to make a gangster epic that would surpass all others. To that end, he purchased the rights to Maurice Coons’ novel Scarface, written under the pseudonym Armitage Trail. He also hired Fred Pasley, a New York Daily News reporter who was an expert on Al Capone, as technical adviser. Pasley ended up sharing screen credit with the top screenwriters in Hollywood. Hughes hired Howard Hawks, whose film Dawn Patrol aviation buff Hughes greatly admired. Hawks in turn hired Ben Hecht, who had been much acclaimed for his work on Von Sternberg’s Underworld. Hawks proposed that the Capone family be portrayed as if they were the Borgias set down in Chicago. Hecht worked on the story for 11 days at $1,000 a day before leaving the final polishing to other hands. While Karloff only has a small part as Gaffney, he nonetheless makes a significant contribution to this great all-time gangster classic. Of the many gangster films of the ’30s, Scarface is by far the sexiest and most violent, which led to trouble with the Hays Office.


    The film made a star out of its lead, former stage actor Paul Muni, who came to be considered one of the greatest actors of the 1930s (though much of his work seems phony and affected today).


    Muni’s Tony Camonte was based on Al Capone, the famous 1930s gangster, who became such a fan of the film that he obtained his own private print. Muni’s Camonte is a semi-simian pixilated creation, mixing humor with hard-as-nails toughness. He portrays his character as an uncouth, swaggering hick who has made the big time and revels in it. As he makes his way to the top, he loses some of his vaudevillian Italian accent and garbs himself in gaudy fashions, being incapable of recognizing his own bad taste. In addition to Muni and Karloff, Scarface has a great supporting cast. Two particular stand-outs are Osgood Perkins, Tony Perkins’ father, as Johnny Lovo, Camonte’s new boss who uses the hood to do his dirty work and then finds he can’t keep the ever-ambitious Camonte in line, and Vince Barnett, who is hilarious as Camonte’s illiterate social secretary who tries to take a message over machine gunfire, can’t master how to work a phone and is kept behind at a stage production of Rain because his boss wants to find out who Sadie Thompson will choose at the end. (Later when Barnett tells him, “She climbed back in the hay with the Army,” Muni replies, “That’s-a fine. She’s-a smart girl, that one.”)


    Where Cagney’s Tom Powers (Public Enemy) was overprotective of his sister, Muni’s Camonte has an unresolved incestuous fixation with his sister Cesca (Ann Dvorak). He is jealous of any other man paying attention to her, which prods her to try to get out from under her brother’s thumb by being even more flirtatious. (This trend of gangsters having unnatural sexual fixations reached its apex with Cagney’s obsessive mother love in White Heat.)


    In fact, Camonte even kills his best friend Guido Rinaldo (George Raft) when he finds the pair in a hotel room together, not waiting to learn that they have been legally married. Throughout the film Rinaldo flips a coin to pass the time. This bit of business became a Raft trademark and was spoofed years later in Billy Wilder’s superb comedy, Some Like it Hot, where Raft plays a gangster named “Spats” Baxter who approaches a coin-flipping hood and asks him where he learned that cheap trick.


    Hawks noted the motif of “X” marks the spot of the murder imposed on newspaper photographs and decided to play a game with the audience in the film. Every killing in Scarface is preceded by the appearance of an “X” somewhere in the frame, beginning with the killing that opens the film in which the camera starts on a window with four panes, the supports to which form an X. (Another example would be Raft’s hotel room, which bears the Roman numeral X on its door.)


    Karloff doesn’t appear until 40 minutes into the film just after Camonte has killed O’Hara, the leader of the North Side. He is shown opening pineapple crates, which have been used to smuggle Tommyguns. The Gaffney character he portrays is based on real-life gangster Bugs Moran.


    “Camonte thinks he’s going to run this side of town now that he’s got O’Hara,” Gaffney sneers.


    “He’s getting too big,” agrees Gaffney’s subordinate.


    “Yeah? He won’t get any bigger. We’ll take him before he finds out about these guns,” says Gaffney, caressing the deadly steel of the machine gun. “Three hundred slugs a minute. Get the rest of them unpacked,” he snaps.


    “How many we got?”


    “Plenty. And there’s a lot more coming. O’Hara had them run across the line last night.”


    “We’ll have the cops around our necks.”


    “Forget it,” assures Gaffney with disdain. “They can’t do anything about it. There’s no law against bringing guns into the state and we can buy all we want.”


    “What a cinch.”


    “You said it,” agrees Gaffney, who is then informed that Camonte has left headquarters and mobilizes his gang to attempt to rub him out. Next time Gaffney appears is just after the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre and his cockiness is now replaced with nervousness as the police bring him to the scene of the crime for questioning.


    “Well, I was on my way here to the garage to keep an appointment and I was late,” the daunted bootlegger tells them. “Yeah?” prompts the tough-talking cop.


    “And a car drives up and some guys pile out. Two of ’em was cops, at least they was dressed like cops.”


    “Cops? That’s a new gag. Then what?” “Well, it looked like a pinch,” Gaffney continues, “so I beat around the block until it was over. Then he picked me up.” Gaffney is clearly unsettled after being shown his comrades in arms, now a pile of corpses.


    Karloff goes from daunted to disheveled, from nervous to outright fearful in the subsequent scene set at Gaffney’s hideout. Two lines of white light cross to form an X above Gaffney’s bed, indicating that he’s doomed. He lights a cigarette, and says, “Seven of ’em, lined up against a wall. Mowed down just like that.” He gets to his feet and starts to pace. “Didn’t have a chance,” he mourns.


    “Sit down,” advises one of his hoods. “You’re wearing out the carpet.”


    “Oh yeah?” he responds. “Well, I’m the only one left. Thinks he’ll get me, huh? Fat chance.” Just then McArthur from the Journal arrives, having figured out where Gaffney is holed up. Gaffney decides he wants McArthur to stay, presumably to fill him in on what Camonte has been doing, which indicates where reporters get some of their inside information.


    While in a bowling alley Gaffney, just after he marks a “strike” (the familiar fatal X) on his scorecard, is killed by Camonte and his gang. He is shot just as he releases the ball, which scores a strike. Asingle remaining pin wobbles, more machine-guns are heard, and it falls, representing Gaffney’s final fall. (In reality, Moran turned to bank robbing and spent most of his remaining years in prison.)


    Hawks’ direction is actually more expressionistic than most horror films of the period with impressive chiaroscuro lighting, darkened rooms, bodies silhouetted by blinds and pools of light that hold no promise of safety. The exciting car chase gun battles in the film provided stock footage fodder for many later gangster melodramas, notably Monogram’s Dillinger starring Lawrence Tierney. These scenes are some of the most exciting and kinetic in ’30s cinema.


    The film was unavailable for years, as Howard Hughes owned all rights and acquired all prints. Universal bought the rights to the film for Brian De Palma and Oliver Stone’s overblown, updated remake, and fortunately the original was finally released to video where it could enchant a new generation with its thrilling and amusing fare.


    Karloff, of course, made a greater impact on the world of horror films than he did in gangster dramas, but a portrait of his career would be incomplete without acknowledging this separate side of his film characterizations.


    Still, one piece of evidence as to the impact he made in his time is in Night World, which afforded Karloff one of his most suave roles as “Happy” MacDonald, a handsome nightclub owner who runs afoul of some bootleggers, who insist that he buy his hooch from them. Former silent star Bert Roach cuts up as “Tommy” and flirts with a pair of flappers who decorate him gaudily with makeup. He turns to the camera, and complains that he has been changed into a “Frankenstein,” indicating that Karloff’s creation had been integrated into the American consciousness mere months after the film’s release.


    Karloff, like any great actor, played many different parts in his career. In these films, he portrayed tough guys who suddenly find themselves surrounded by the stress of dealing daily with death, of risking the displeasure of those who wouldn’t hesitate to terminate with extreme prejudice. He clearly limns the characters’ posturings, the veneer of violence which is meant to keep the world at bay, but he also shows these men’s vulnerability and fear, their craven souls as they come face to face with those who prove even more maliciously malfeasant than they are.


    It remains a timely lesson on why the life of a criminal is undesirable, that crime truly doesn’t pay but takes its toll on a person’s heart and soul, and that violence only begets more violence. Gangster great James Cagney couldn’t do it any better in Angels With Dirty Faces than Karloff does in these classy crime productions.
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      Steiner (Edward Van Sloan) tells Henderson (Karloff) he is to take over for Arnold in Behind the Mask.
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      Claude King, Jack Holt and Boris Karloff mix it up in Behind the Mask.

    

  


  
    The Mask of Fu Manchu (1932) by David J. Hogan


    


    In 1932, Boris Karloff stood poised on the brink of major stardom. He had shocked and astonished audiences the year before as the Monster in Frankenstein, and the releasing studio, Universal, realized it might have stumbled onto the new Lon Chaney. But Karloff was not yet locked in at Universal, so the nine films he did in 1932 were produced by a variety of studios: Columbia (Behind the Mask); Fox (Business and Pleasure); United Artists (Scarface); Paramount (The Miracle Man); MGM (The Mask of Fu Manchu); and Universal (The Cohens and Kellys in Hollywood, Night World, The Old Dark House and The Mummy ).


    For Karloff, the loan-out to MGM was a step up; The Mask of Fu Manchu offered him his first top-billed speaking part (he had had top billing in his previous picture, James Whale’s The Old Dark House, but the character he played was mute). Nearly as important to Karloff’s career was that MGM was one of the most respected and successful studios in Hollywood. Smart management by Nick Schenck at the parent company, Loew’s Consolidated Enterprises, had guided MGM through the industry changes that marked the close of the silent era and the early years of the Depression. Because Loew’s owned fewer theaters than Fox, Warner and Paramount, it handled the mass conversion to sound with relative ease, and did not have to dip deeply into assets earmarked for production. Because of this, MGM had the wherewithal to roll confidently into the 1930s, pursuing a strategy of A-pictures that would cement its position (with Paramount) as one of the two top studios in town. After 1930 MGM became well known to the public for its expanding roster of big-name star players that brought prestige and impressive box-office. “More stars than there are in heaven” was MGM’s boast, and it was not a hollow one; Clark Gable, Joan Crawford, Robert Taylor, Greta Garbo, Mickey Rooney, Jean Harlow, Lionel Barrymore, Spencer Tracy and William Powell were just a few of the MGM family.


    The studio’s leading directors offered high levels of polish and efficiency, and included George Cukor, Victor Fleming, Edmund Goulding, W.S. Van Dyke, Sidney Franklin, Clarence Brown and Jack Conway.


    Nearly as significant was the studio’s revolving staff of well-known writers, which included numerous transplanted novelists and journalists. At various times in the 1930s, the studio employed Ben Hecht, Robert Benchley (who also starred in a successful series of MGM shorts), F. Scott Fitzgerald, S.J. Perelman, Dorothy Parker and Maxwell Anderson.


    Added to this plentitude of talent was an outstanding support staff of cinematographers (Karl Freund, George Folsey, Harold Rosson), costume designer Gilbert Adrian, art director Cedric Gibbons, makeup artists Cecil Holland and Jack Dawn and soundman Douglas Shearer.


    Although MGM management (that is, Louis B. Mayer and Irving Thalberg) did not consider The Mask of Fu Manchu a prestige release, the project had novelty, the potential box-office appeal of Karloff and an enormous, built-in audience that had been cultivated by Fu Manchu’s creator, Sax Rohmer, a novelist whose real name was Arthur Henry Ward.


    By the 1930s, Fu Manchu had become a phenomenon that encompassed magazines (Collier’s serialized Fu novels for years), radio series in Britain and America, and motion pictures. The screen’s first Fu Manchu was Harry Agar Lyons in 1923; other actors in the role include Warner Oland (in numerous films), Boris Karloff, Henry Brandon (in a Republic serial), Manuel Requena (in a 1945 Mexican feature), Christopher Lee (in a series that started out promisingly but grew progressively worse) and Peter Sellers (in a misfired parody).


    The delicious melodrama that propels Rohmer’s work is not without controversy. Asians have disliked the Fu stories for generations, and with good reason, for Rohmer’s view of the Orient is distorted and purposely distasteful. In Fu’s world,Asians are clever but unprincipled; industrious but easily led; ambitious but eager mainly to conquer and terrorize the white race. They are ingenious in the ways of subterfuge and torture, and although they loathe the white man, they lust for white women.


    MGM, anxious in 1932 to locate an exploitable vehicle for Boris Karloff, chose Rohmer’s 1932 novel, The Mask of Fu Manchu. From the outset, producer Hunt Stromberg knew he wanted the film to emphasize sex — not the cheeky, carefree sort offered by MGM’s inimitable Jean Harlow, but a dark, perverse sexuality grounded in sadism. Screenwriters Irene Kuhn, Edgar Allan Woolf (later a contributor to MGM’s The Wizard of Oz), and John Willard (writer of 1927’s The Cat and the Canary) had clear instructions and ran with them.


    Inside London’s British Museum, Sir Denis Nayland Smith (Lewis Stone) meets with Sir Lionel Barton (Lawrence Grant) to discuss an expedition that will take them to the edge of the Gobi Desert and to the tomb of Mongol conqueror Genghis Khan. Among the artifacts inside are a golden mask and scimitar — valuable treasures in the West and absolutely vital to the plans of Fu Manchu to consolidate his power in the Orient and conquer the rest of the globe. “He’ll lead hundreds of millions of men to sweep the world!” Smith cautions.


    Barton can’t believe it. “A Chinaman beat me? He couldn’t do it!”


    But the “Chinamen” are more clever than Barton believes, for in Smith’s very office human eyes move behind the mask of a sarcophagus, observing the discussion. And later, while leaving the museum, Barton is abducted.


    His daughter, Sheila (Karen Morley), is understandably upset by her father’s disappearance, and insists that she be included in a rescue expedition after Smith receives a telegram: “Barton believed captive of Fu Manchu near Liangchow.”


    Help can’t arrive too soon, for Fu insists that Barton reveal the location of Genghis Khan’s tomb. Barton, for the moment, is keeping mum. Fu offers riches to his captive, and even his beautiful daughter, Fah Lo See (Myrna Loy), if Barton will talk. Still Barton refuses.


    Fu’s patience, slender to begin with, frays and snaps. He orders Barton roped to a stone platform, over which hovers an enormous bell with a gigantic clapper operated, by a pair of coolies. Well, it’s better than hot pokers — or is it? “Just a bell ringing,” Fu leers to Barton, “but the percussion and repercussion of sound against your eardrums will soften and destroy them, until the sound is magnified a thousand times. You can’t move, you can’t sleep, you will be frantic with thirst. You will be unspeakably foul. But here you will lie, day after day, until you tell.”


    Barton is made of stern stuff, and remains silent during days of torture, even when Fu torments him with fresh fruit and allows him to drink from a cup of saltwater. Meanwhile, Smith’s expedition arrives at the tomb, uncovers it and enters. The doors of the inner sanctum are adorned by a pair of gilded, bas-relief warriors, splendid in battle dress, their knees bent, swords at the ready. Smith’s companions — Sheila, handsome young Terrence Granville (Charles Starrett), Professor von Berg (Jean Hersholt) and McLeod (David Torrence) — are suitably impressed. “You’re standing in the unplundered tomb of a king who died 700 years ago!” the professor exclaims. Although the tomb’s seal warns that any who break it will be cursed, the group is not deterred. The doors are cracked wide and inside, astride a splendid throne, is the skeleton of Genghis Khan, the mammoth gold scimitar across its lap and the graceful gold half-mask covering the skull. When Granville lifts the artifacts from the bones, the expedition’s coolies retreat in fear, and only Smith’s quick pistol shots into the air restrain them from bolting.


    Meanwhile, Fu reasons that it’s only a matter of time until Barton cracks. Then, the expedition will be routed, the sword and mask stolen and Fu’s march to conquest begun. In a great meeting hall, Fu addresses the assembled chieftains who will help him carry out his plan. “I have heard the shouts of the dead and dying drowned by the cries of our victorious people!”


    Artifacts in hand, the Smith expedition has left the tomb and now rests overnight in an abandoned temple. Smith wonders aloud why a mere “bauble” such as the sword can impress the Chinese. “Will we ever understand these Eastern races?”


    McLeod agrees to take the first watch, unaware that Chinese loyal to Fu are silently scampering about the temple. In a particularly gruesome moment, Mac takes a dagger in the back. Although mortally wounded, he manages to get off a shot, killing his assassin and rousing Smith and the others.


    Smith orders the expedition to pack up and leave immediately. “You suppose for a moment Fu Manchu doesn’t know we have a beautiful white girl with us? Fu knows everything that’s happening. His spies are everywhere.”


    In the temple garden, Granville is almost hit on the head by a human hand that wears a signet ring. Sheila identifies the ring as her father’s, leaving little doubt as to the identity of the unlucky owner of the hand. Moments later Granville and Sheila are visited by one of Fu’s messengers, who boldly shows up at the garden gate. He calmly explains that unless the gold artifacts are handed over, Barton will be killed.


    Acting without Smith’s permission, young Granville agrees. He takes the artifacts and travels with the messenger to Fu, who gleefully accepts the prizes. But the sword, Fu discovers, is a fake. Furious, he hands Granville over to Fah Lo See, who orders the young man stripped and flayed. After Granville is whipped into semi-consciousness, the girl orders him cut down. He slumps in her arms and she gazes at him with undisguised lust before kissing him.


    “He is not entirely unhandsome, is he, father?”


    Fu is only mildly impressed: “For a white man, no.”


    At the temple, the group is shocked when Barton’s body is unceremoniously dumped in the garden. Smith understands at once what has happened, and reveals that he had had a fake sword made, with the intention of using it later as a bargaining chip. But Granville’s impetuous act has ruined that plan, and precipitated the death of Sheila’s father. Using bluff and subterfuge, Smith discovers an entrance to Fu’s headquarters. In a narrow passageway Smith is halted by an imperious voice: “The slightest move will send a bullet crashing through your stiff British spine.”


    It is Fu, of course, who reveals himself a moment later. He and Smith confront each other — two great adversaries, with Smith at an admitted disadvantage. Fu has mesmerized Granville, who has become the chosen one of Fah Lo See. The young man’s hypnotized condition will become permanent after Fu injects him with a nasty serum distilled from the blood of snakes, spiders and Fu himself.


    Fu promises Smith that neither he nor the others will be as fortunate as Granville. But first, Fu must get his hands on the real sword. Von Berg is tricked and removes it from its ghoulish hiding place: Mac’s grave.


    Fu eagerly takes the gilded weapon and determines it is real. Exultant, he addresses the captives: “It will be your pleasure to be the first white martyrs to perish at the hands of the new Genghis Khan! I congratulate you!” Sheila has three words: “You yellow monster!”


    The interlopers are taken away for final disposition. Von Berg is strapped to a seat where moving walls of heavy chromium spikes will skewer him; Sheila is dressed in a white gown and prepared for ritual sacrifice; and Smith is tied to a teeter board that slowly lowers him into a pit of crocodiles.


    Fortunately (and was there ever any doubt?), Smith and Granville manage to escape their respective pickles. The pair struggle with Fu’s ebony bodyguards, then rescue Von Berg seconds before his all-over body
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