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    Introduction


    


    For the third installment in the Midnight Marquee Actors Series, we have decided to profile Lon Chaney, Jr., the least documented of all the horror film icons. Unlike Boris Karloff and Bela Lugosi, Lon Chaney, Jr. never worked for Universal Pictures during the classic horror heyday of the 1930s; he arrived on the Universal lot at the beginning of the 1940s as their new horror movie star debuting with both Man Made Monster and The Wolf Man. Almost immediately the studio’s artistic decline led to the Monster Rallies and the Inner Sanctum series — the era of classic horror was over. Unfortunately for him, Chaney, Jr. arrived on the horror scene one decade too late.


    After losing his Universal contract by the end of 1945, Chaney, Jr. was forced to freelance and played supporting character roles in mainstream A productions, starred in some interesting B productions, or drifted into low-budget dreck that tarnished his reputation. But one thing was certain, Chaney, Jr. wanted to continue working in movies. He appeared before the camera constantly until the bitter end when his declining health (alcoholism, cancer, and other ailments) silenced him forever in 1973 (his filmography, while it lacked the “quality” of Karloff and Lugosi, contained the “quantity” of a working professional, impressive by its numbers alone).


    Lon Chaney, Jr. is the most controversial of all the horror icons, simply because two camps of opinion exist about his work: the first stating that Chaney, Jr. was a real trouper who performed some outstanding work in movies — Lennie in Of Mice of Men, Larry Talbot in The Wolf Man, etc. — and deserves to take his place among Hollywood’s greatest screen personalities; the second saying that Chaney, Jr. was a one-note, very limited, and inexpressive Hollywood presence, generally lucky to have risen above mediocrity in a handful of roles, only to sink to the nadir of embarrassment by the last decades of his career.


    While volumes exist on the lives and careers of Karloff and Lugosi, precious little has come to light on Lon Chaney, Jr. He is the performer who stunned audiences with his portrayal of The Wolf Man, but is also the same man who groped through Dracula vs. Frankenstein toward the end of his career. Chaney, Jr. returned to form at Universal-International for Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein, but who, even before the film saw release, tried to commit suicide by overdosing on pills. Always being compared to his even more talented and famous father Lon Chaney, Chaney, Jr. faced demons throughout both his personal life and his professional career.


    The  Midnight Marquee Actors Series cannot provide answers to all these and other questions, but by delving into pivotal films made throughout his career (not just the mainstream Universal and horror classics, but his stunning performance in Of Mice and Men, his B Western career, his low-budget horror/exploitation movie career, his prestigious character performances in A productions, his television work, etc.), by having different authors offer distinct reflections and individual insights, and by including several first-hand interviews from people who worked with Chaney, Jr., we hope to offer the most complete and balanced portrait yet seen of Lon Chaney, Jr., working actor.


    


    Gary J. Svehla


    July 1997
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    Of Mice and Men (1939)


    by Gary D. Rhodes


    


    (Creighton Chaney) has been heralded as a possible successor to Clark Gable. But he isn’t like Clark. He isn’t like quite any other actor. He isn’t quite sure, himself, if he is an actor at all. But he swears to all and sundry that he is going to be! — Movie Classic, January 1933


    


    “I’m so green at this Hollywood game, I don’t even know many other actors. My pals at the studio are the fellows in the publicity department and others like that about the lot. When my father was here — well, he wasn’t too keen about having me around the studios. I only visited his sets once or twice in all the years he was a movie star. I don’t think my Dad wanted me to be an actor. But I guess that is natural. A lawyer seldom wants his son to be a lawyer, and doctors have all sorts of reasons why they don’t want their boys to follow in their footsteps,” actor Creighton Chaney told Nancy Pryor of Movie Classic magazine in 1933.


    


    I had a couple of film bids after Dad’s death — from studios that wanted to bill me as “Lon Chaney, Jr.” I refused them. Then one day a friend took me over to the RKO studios and introduced me to the casting director. He explained that I was willing to do anything at first — that I would accept extra work at $7.50 a day. The casting director asked me the usual questions and seemed interested. I wasn’t fooled about that interest though — I knew the fact that I was Lon Chaney’s son had a lot to do with any impression I might have had.


    He told me to come back the next day. I thought there would probably be an “extra” job. You can imagine my surprise when I was presented with a contract and asked again to change my name to Lon Chaney, Jr. I was just about floored with joy over the contract — but I flatly refused to change my name, even though that refusal might lose me the chance I so wanted. They begged me to reconsider. That night I told my mother all about it. Incidentally, my mother knows more about the workings and inner-workings of the movies than anybody I have ever met. She knew why they had offered me a contract. She knew why they wanted to change my name. Her advice was, “Don’t do it.”


    When I told them, the next day, that I couldn’t accept the contract if it meant changing my name to my father’s for exploitation purposes, I was all set to have that contract withdrawn. I thought it was pretty fine when they said it was all right — if I didn’t want to agree to the changed name, the contract offer went, anyway.


    I’m honestly grateful to them for giving me a chance to make good under my own steam as Creighton Chaney. I figure they must think I have something to offer on my own. I’m putting my movie fate in their hands, and if one of my jobs is to jump out of a tree onto the back of a horse — well, I’m going to do it!


    “I don’t exactly know my true screen place, yet,” he philosophized. “I sometimes think I would like to do Westerns. Maybe that is because I’m not quite sure of myself as an actor,” he smiled, one of those rare occasions, “and not an awful lot of acting ability is required for westerns.”


    


    That was a Creighton Chaney quoted by the fan press while still a bit player in films. He prophesied his connection with genre films, mentioning Westerns in particular. Implicitly, he perhaps had an inkling of his ability as a character actor over the kind of mesmerizing persona radiated by Chaney, Sr., Bela Lugosi, or Boris Karloff. A bit of understandable pride surfaced in his desire to keep the name Creighton. Four decades later, a November 1973 Films in Review quoted his bitter remarks regarding his name: “I am most proud of the name Lon Chaney. I am not proud of Lon Chaney, Jr., because they had to starve me to make me take this name.” The boyish enthusiasm had evaporated.


    


    I’m still scared stiff in front of the camera. In spite of my three pictures, I shake and shiver with nervousness when the camera is trained on me. Alot of people seem to have the idea that I have had previous screen or stage experience. They figure that because I come from a theatrical family, I must have been trained in that sort of work. But it isn’t true. — Creighton Chaney, 1933


    


    Three years after his father’s death in 1930, Creighton Chaney seemed to believe a film career outside his father’s shadow was possible, even if it meant starting at the most minimal of roles. After becoming “Lon Chaney, Jr.” for the box-office, then simply “Lon Chaney,” that desire proved impossible.


    “Creighton flushed,” the journalist for Movie Classic wrote.


    


    He poked about nervously at his Brown Derby salad and said: “Do me a favor, will you? If you are going to write me up in a story, don’t say anything comparing me with my father? There isn’t any comparison between us. Dad was an artist — a real actor. I’m just a fellow trying to get along in the movies. I’d rather be compared to anybody else but my Dad, because I know I’m not worthy of that comparison. When the first publicity I earned was a story to the effect that I was glad because I figured that if I was being compared to Mr. Gable, it would sidetrack other comparisons to my Dad. I will say this, though — I know the sacrifices and great physical suffering my father went through for his screen roles. I know, perhaps better than anybody, except my little, excitable, Italian mother. I know that that suffering did not stop with the completion of a role, either. My father was afflicted with almost chronic headaches, his eyesight was strained, his body was weakened under the grueling makeups he created for the camera.


    I would never be big enough, or enough of an artist to make the sacrifices my Dad did. In the first place, I haven’t his great talent for makeup and characterization — so I couldn’t if I wanted to. But I also know this: I’m not going to ask for a double for just ordinary athletic stunts any fellow my size and build should be able to do — even if I break my neck attempting to do them! My Dad would feel disgraced at the idea of a double for a Chaney in any role that requires only the physical ability any man should have!


    


    As he bristled under the possibility of similarities to his father, he unintentionally furthered the comparisons by speaking of stunt doubles. The year Movie Classic wrote their Creighton Chaney article, the shadow of his father still loomed prominently over the entire movie industry. The two prior years — 1931 and 1932 — found more articles written in the fan magazines on a deceased Chaney, Sr. than on both Bela Lugosi and Boris Karloff combined.


    Despite Creighton’s efforts, he became Lon Chaney, Jr., standing directly in that prominent Chaney shadow. Even still, success was not easily grasped. The actor had multiple personal problems throughout the 1930s, and his screen career was no better in the late ’30s than it had been with early films like Girl Crazy (1932). But as Creighton’s problems mounted, so did those of an entire country. And understanding and analyzing those problems, those social ills, was author John Steinbeck, who pinpointed the difficulties of a nation while unknowingly paving the way for the arrival of Lon Chaney, Jr., star of the silver screen.


    


    Guys like us, that work on ranches, are the loneliest guys in the world. They got no family. They don’t belong no place. The come to a ranch an’ work up a stake and then they go into town and blow their stake, and the first thing you know they’re poundin’ their tail on some other ranch. They ain’t got nothing to look ahead to. — George Milton to Lennie Small in Steinbeck’s novel Of Mice and Men


    


    One of novelist John Steinbeck’s letters (dated February 1935) informed an agent, “I’m doing a play now. I don’t know what will come of it. If I can do it well enough it will be a play. I mean the theme is swell.” This reference is probably to Of Mice and Men in its earliest stages. A year later, in an April 1936 letter, Steinbeck wrote that he was working hard on the new project, but that he had “struck a snag.” The next month, the snag proved particularly daunting. He penned:


    


    Minor tragedy stalked. My setter pup, left alone one night, made confetti of about half of my manuscript book. Two months work to do over again. It sets me back. There was no other draft. I was pretty mad, but the poor little fellow may have been acting critically. I didn’t want to ruin a good dog for a manuscript I’m not so sure is good at all. He only got an ordinary spanking.


    


    The finished novel, after regrouping from the confetti, was published in 1937. The now-familiar tale allowed Steinbeck to create and explore the character Lennie, “a huge man, shapeless of face, with large, pale eyes, and wide, sloping shoulders; and he walked heavily, the way a bear drags his paws.” The story consistently likens Lennie to an animal, describing how he “dabbled his big paw in the water like a horse” and how “he drinks with long gulps, snorting into the water like a horse.” Lennie is a misfit and outcast, less symbolic of the everyday man than an indication of a society that itself was sick.


    Critical reviews were mixed, as Steinbeck encountered detractors to both his political framework and his highly realistic style of writing. Critic Maxwell Geismar’s judgment, reprinted in John H. Timmerman’s John Steinbeck’s Fiction: The Aesthetics of the Road Taken, deemed the novel “thin” and “full of easy sensations.” He continued by suggesting, “We see here the dominance of the creative fire over common sense, so that we are held by such apparitions as these characters who, when removed from the framework of the play, crumble under the weight of their own improbability.” On other fronts, many took offense at the novel’s profanity, even though the language does not extend beyond the use of “hell” and “son of a bitch.”


    Most readers at the time, as well as in retrospect, understood the novel’s power and insightful social commentary. While the author himself would mutter of the time-consuming and troublesome aspects of fame, his base of readers continued to grow. Of Mice and Men quickly sold 300,000 copies, while Steinbeck would brush off the novel’s importance, referring to it almost dismissively as “the Mice book.”


    Years later, Steinbeck would also write that:


    


    M & M may seem to be unrelieved tragedy, but it is not. A careful reading will show that while the audience knows, against its hopes, that the dream [of Lennie’s] will not come true, the protagonists must, during the play, become convinced that it will come true. Everyone in the world has a dream he knows can’t come off but he spends his life hoping it may. This is at once sadness, the greatness and the triumph of our species. And this belief on stage must go from skepticism to possibility to probability before it is nipped off by whatever the modern word for fate is. And in hopelessness — George is able to rise to greatness — to kill his friend to save him. George is a hero and only heroes are worth writing about.


    Simply stated, Of Mice and Men was an attempt to write a novel that could be played from the lines, or a play that could be read. — John Steinbeck in the January 1938 issue of Stage


    


    Steinbeck never hid his intentions that Of Mice and Men was planned for the stage, writing the novel in such a way that a stage production would easily follow from it. For example, over 80 percent of the lines in the novel went directly into the play, which he himself scripted. Almost immediately after publication, Of Mice and Men was illuminated by stage lights.


    The San Francisco Theatre Union produced a version of the play in 1937, drawing its performances from workers who had to rehearse in their spare time over several months. Avariety of reviews resulted, though due more to the theme of the play than the performance itself. Perhaps the most lengthy critique, as well as the most difficult to reconcile in retrospect, is Margaret Shedd’s in the October 1937 Theater Arts Monthly. Her overtly political reading of the play caused her to question the “whole socially-minded theatre,” believing the author “does not know what dynamite he has in those characters. Nor does the so-called left-wing theatre know what it has. And exactly because, in the case of the left-wing theatre, it does not know what it wants.” To Shedd, Steinbeck “destroys epic material…over and over in Of Mice and Men.” She also spends much time in an examination of Lennie:


    


    The very core of the play, Lennie’s obsession for stroking mice, is an example of the confusion and of the lack of motivation. It is widely known that many itinerants carry small animals with them on their travels — rats, dogs, rabbits; this has in it the raw element of human interest. It is also a matter of common knowledge that a great many bindlestiffs are feeble-minded; there is certainly the raw element of human tragedy in that. But for an author merely to throw together these two facts to make a curiosity is not enough. Steinbeck at no point establishes whether Lennie’s destruction of the animals he strokes is a matter of abnormality or accident. He implies it is an accident, which, happening so often, is not convincing. The audience assumes it is sadism and gets a little excitement out of that. Actually there is no excuse for this confusion. If Lennie is to be any sort of universal symbol, anything more than an isolated monstrosity…then all questions of behavior psychology must be settled before they arise.


    


    Steinbeck did receive more favorable critiques of his work, which was already slated for a Broadway opening. Appearing in a season that included such distinguished plays as Our Town, Golden Boy, Susan and God, and On Borrowed Time, Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men opened at the Music Box Theatre on November 23, 1937. The venerable George S. Kaufman directed the Broadway version, and Sam H. Harris produced.


    Wallace Ford portrayed the migrant George, and Broderick Crawford appeared as his friend, the unfortunate Lennie. The cast also included Will Geer as Slim, Sam Byrd as Curley, and Claire Luce as Curley’s wife. Though reviewers praised each for their performances, Broderick Crawford generally made the strongest impression. John Mason Brown of The New York Evening Post believed that “in every unsparing detail, he suggests the blind devotion, the feeble-mindedness, the depravity, and the brute strength of Mr. Steinbeck’s amazing character.” Stage (January 1938) realized Crawford “makes Lennie’s stupidity tangible and convinces you that he could kill a man without half tryin’, accidental like.” The New York Times (November 22, 1937) called his Lennie the “perfect counterpart” to Wallace Ford’s George, later interpreting the role “admirably vitalized in the patient and subdued acting of Broderick Crawford” (December 12, 1937). An impressed Time (December 6, 1937) magazine dubbed his performance “goosefleshy.”


    According to Donald Oenslager, who earned strong reviews for his set design, Steinbeck himself attended a pre-rehearsal meeting with the creative minds behind the play. The author offered various suggestions for the actors’ speech and movements, as well as settings, and mentioned he believed the play was in good hands. He left to purchase a Chevrolet, never seeing the play itself after it opened. Steinbeck was beginning the road to The Grapes of Wrath.


    The play ran 207 performances. Brooks Atkinson of The New York Times called it a “masterpiece” of the New York stage. Burns Mantle dubbed it one of the “Best Plays of the Year,” and it won the prestigious Drama Critics Circle Award for the 1937-38 season. On the whole, critics found Of Mice and Men a thought-provoking social drama that wisely avoided preaching to audiences. That the profanity of Steinbeck’s novel remained caused some shocked reactions, but even then most believed the language indicative of the realism demanded by the story. Versions of the play then hit other cities, including a highly successful San Francisco run in May 1939. Very probably, film director Lewis Milestone and screenwriter Eugene Solow heard of that particular version.


    


    They had a two-month option by the tail, no funds to back the movie, and, to top it all, they were afraid of the Hays office. Nevertheless, you’ll soon be seeing Of Mice and Men. — Collier’s, January 6, 1940


    


    Can it be that Mice and Men was from the beginning a Hollywood story? — The Nation, January 20, 1940


    


    Quentin Reynolds wrote in a January 6, 1940 Collier’s:


    


    They’d been writing a picture together, Lewis Milestone and Gene Solow, and it was finished now, so they thought they’d take a week off. When anyone who lives in Hollywood has a week off, he takes it in New York. So Solow and Milestone found themselves at the bar in 21 one afternoon, just talking of this and that. Then, Milestone said, “What would you like to do next, Gene?” Solow said, “Milly, I want to do Of Mice and Men. That would be a great picture.” Milestone said, “Sure it would but George Kaufman and Sam Harris own the picture rights with Steinbeck and they’ll want a lot of money for it. Then the Hays office would never pass it.” “That’s right,” Solow said gloomily, “but I’d love to do that script. Just suppose we had a lot of money, Milly. We could buy it, do the script, and then you could direct it.”


    Milly looked thoughtful. “I wonder,” Solow said casually, “if Kaufman and Harris would gamble with us. We’d do the script and then get backing somewhere and cut up the profits.” “No one in Hollywood ever heard of doing business that way,” Milestone said. “Besides, who would back us?” “If the script was good,” Solow said, “and it passed the Hays office and people knew that you were going to direct it, we might get some company to put up the production costs for a cut of the profits.”


    


    “Well, it only costs a nickel to phone George Kaufman,” Milly said. Two minutes later Solow was talking to Kaufman. Kaufman listened in silence while Solow outlined his idea. “We have no security to put up,” he said, “except this. Milly and I are crazy about the play and we’ll break our necks to do a good script. Then you know Milly is a great director.”


    


    Kaufman said, “It all sounds good to me. I’ll talk to Sam about it and to Alec Woollcott too. He owns 10 percent of it.” The next day Sam Harris phoned Solow. “I like your nerve,” he said. “Kaufman and I are agreeable, so is Woollcott. We’ll string along on a percentage basis, but you’ll have to get Steinbeck’s okay first. Matter of fact Steinbeck is in Chicago. I’ll phone him.” Sam phoned him and Steinbeck chuckled. “Sure, I’ll go along. I’d like to see the script first, though.”


    


    The entire tale described by Collier’s took place in less than 24 hours.


    The Hays Office did initially prove to be the greatest obstacle to producing the film. While the profanity of the novel and play could be quickly eradicated, the story’s conclusion was a problem. Out of mercy, the hapless bindlestiff George shoots Lennie at the end of the novel; technically, this violated the production code in that George gets away with murder. “But if you want to do a thing,” Milestone said at the time, “you can find a way to do it.” Without changing the impact of the novel’s climax, Milestone has the film’s George kill Lennie, then immediately hand over his gun to a sheriff. The problem was solved, and the duo moved ahead.


    Solow and Milestone also wanted Steinbeck’s approval on the script, and a meeting was arranged at Steinbeck’s ranch. At the author’s request, Solow read the script aloud while Steinbeck rested on a couch. An hour later, Steinbeck made his first comment, asking in what part of the country Solow had grown up. After answering “New England,” Solow heard Steinbeck grumble, “One of those Harvard guys.” The author pinpointed a Northeastern expression Solow used that the characters would not have known. Solow then continued to read aloud, finishing the script at 5 a.m., desperately wanting a drink. Steinbeck quickly praised the integrity of Solow’s work, mentioning that the addition of one short scene would finish the script. The novelist spent 30 minutes on his typewriter, producing seven pages of what Solow would claim to be the most beautiful dialogue he had ever read. The finished script made its way back to Hollywood.


    Milestone and Solow heard that Hal Roach might be interested in backing the project. Or, given other accounts, the duo heard Roach would offer to finance the film in lieu of a $90,000 out-of-court settlement made by the renowned producer of Laurel and Hardy shorts and Milestone, whom he had removed from helming Road Show in 1937. At any rate, at Roach’s office the duo explained the co-operative nature of the financial structure, with producers, writers, and the director sharing in the profits. Then they announced that they could produce the entire film for $250,000. Roach was dubious about an Apicture resulting from such little money, but he agreed to back the project. In fact, Roach was so enthused about a film adapted from the novel that he didn’t even want to read the script before committing.


    The project was quickly becoming a reality.


    According to a December 1939 issue of Esquire, Milestone sent a location scout roving over all of California to find the ideal ranch for the film. After no discovery was made, Milestone rented a corner of the vast William Randolph Hearst ranch, where the needed barns, houses, and sheds were erected. Esquire noted the irony, and wondered to whom the joke of fate was directed; Steinbeck’s novel actually makes a subtle reference to Hearst.


    Nicholai Ramisoff designed models of the sets, which were approved by Steinbeck. Ramisoff had first come to America as art director for Chauve Souris, who did Max Reinhardt’s much-talked about version of Faust. His models for Of Mice and Men were turned into life-size sets in the space of a week.


    Of the rest of the cast and crew, Esquire claimed:


    


    Currently, the highest ambition of any film worker who believes in the dignity of the medium, is to be permitted to work in either Of Mice and Men or Grapes of Wrath. The Steinbeck worship has almost assumed cult proportions.


    


    Even before getting the financial go-ahead from Roach, Milestone and Solow agreed to cast actors and actresses that were best-suited for the film as a whole, without regard to “star” status. A clause in the contract with Roach acknowledged this, adding that any disagreements between the writer and director on whom to cast would be settled by third party Leo McCarey. Allegedly, Jimmy Cagney was very interested in playing George; such actors as Spencer Tracy and John Garfield were also anxious to get involved. Studio commitments, however, prevented any of the three from being cast.


    Milestone and Solow tested some 20 actors for the part of George before deciding on Burgess Meredith, whose name was known mainly to Broadway fans. His only well-known film had been Winterset (1936). From friends Sam and Bella Spewack, Solow also heard of Hollywood newcomer Betty Field. Her screen test solidified Milestone and Solow’s excitement, and she went on to portray Mae. The writer and director team chose Charles Bickford as the old mule skinner Slim, Noah Beery, Jr. as Whit, and Western genre star Bob Steele as Curley. Roman Bohnen of the Group Theatre was selected as Candy, the old swamper.


    And Lon Chaney, Jr., winning out over 25 other actors — including Broderick Crawford — became Lennie.


    The various tests had taken approximately $50,000 of the budget, leaving some $200,000 for Milestone to work with. Norbert Brodine shot the film, working with Milestone for the first time in 20 years. The two had arrived in Hollywood at about the same time, both getting jobs bicycling cans of film for the studios to the railroad station. They hadn’t worked together since those early days of Tinseltown. The production phase lasted 39 days, finishing one day earlier than Milestone’s original schedule. Of Mice and Men came in on budget, and close friends like Jimmy Cagney and Leo McCarey — watching the film before its release — agreed that it was one of Hollywood’s best. Audiences and critics first glimpsed the film in late 1939, with much attention given to the younger Chaney.


    


    Lon Chaney, Jr. is a name to which the mass audience should respond, out of simple curiosity, if for no other reason. The other reason is that Chaney, Jr. is a mighty fine actor. — Esquire, December 1939


    


    Variety (January 3, 1940) believed “Lon Chaney, Jr. dominates throughout with a fine portrayal of the childish giant,” and Newsweek (January 15, 1940) spoke of the “compelling performances” of both Chaney and Meredith. He impressed critics writing in the movie trades and popular press, as well as the literati in the movie audiences that turned out to see the Steinbeck adaptation.


    Kind reviews of Chaney did not ring out in chorus, however. The New York Times (February 19, 1940) felt “young Mr. Chaney does not quite erase the memory of Broderick Crawford’s Lennie,” and Franz Hoellering at The Nation (January 20, 1940) also found disappointment in the characterization. The latter believed “that one is never really captivated by the Lennie of Lon Chaney, Jr. [which] is not the actor’s fault, and it would be a gross injustice to call him the weakest of the lot. He is as good if not better than Burgess Meredith as George, but no enduring interest can be held by the repetitious, unchangeable stupidity of the character he has to play.”


    The film itself garnered strong reviews overall, with the February 19, 1940 New Republic announcing “you can put Of Mice and Men down on the list of the ten best of 1940.” Variety concluded “Milestone has exercised skill in retaining the poignant and dramatic motivations of Steinbeck’s work. His deft direction provides one of the best production achievements of the season…” A January 15, 1940 Time called it “more tender than the tough stage version, the impact of the picture is tough and raw.” In the same manner as the New York stage production, however, the film gave a few critics a chance to again challenge the merits of the Steinbeck novel, as Franz Hoellering did more than once in The Nation.


    Regardless of its occasional detractors, the film earned an Academy Award nomination for Best Picture, losing to the sweep made by Gone With the Wind (1939). It was the first filmic adaptation of a Steinbeck novel, though John Ford’s classic The Grapes of Wrath (1940) quickly followed it at the box-office. And, even though Ford’s film may have had greater accolades than Of Mice and Men at the time, in retrospect the Milestone film deserves the name “milestone” in more than one way. Of Mice and Men remains the most faithful and effective Steinbeck adaptation in cinema history.


    Much of this is due to Milestone’s own beliefs about filmmaking. “Throughout my career,” he once said, “I’ve tried not so much to express a philosophy as to restate in filmic terms my agreement with whatever the author of a story I like is trying to say.” He also claimed, “My approach, my style is governed by the story, not the story by my style.” Milestone’s reputation today is one of a highly competent studio director, the man behind such important films as All Quiet on the Western Front (1930), The Front Page (1931), Rain (1932), and A Walk in the Sun (1945).


    Regrettably, even if Of Mice and Men made filmgoers aware of Lon Chaney, Jr., the film itself proved a failure at the box-office. Though audiences immediately made the connection between the film and the famed Steinbeck novel, United Artists even tried to add a spice of sexuality in some movie posters. These featured Betty Field in alluring poses, with tag lines like, “Unwanted, she fought for the one thing which is every woman’s birthright.”


    In retrospect, the film remains a classic, and — unlike the whole of Milestone’s career — a film much unlike the usual studio product. Of Mice and Men makes this clear from its opening moments, which feature a dramatic prologue prior to its opening credits, a radical innovation for the time. More importantly, the device forces spectators to consider the drama unfolding to be one of a realistic nature.


    The film continues in its particularly realistic treatment of the story through its cinematic composition. Camera angles avoid any hint of the omniscient, with Milestone and Brodine opting instead for eye level compositions. Brodine’s cinematography also repeatedly and beautifully constructs the important theme of nature in the film. A careful examination of specific shots also reveals the care with which some shots were devised. For example, George and Lennie walking along an old highway past a billboard is almost certainly rooted in Dorothea Lange’s 1937 Farm Security Administration photograph of two tramps and a billboard. Other moments are reminiscent of such important Depression-era documentaries as Pare Lorentz’s The River (1937). These images unfold with Aaron Copeland’s music score offering both beauty and a wistful air of the nature that Lennie embraces.


    Lennie’s accidental murder of Mae itself becomes a cinematically innovative and terrifying experience. In the same manner as films like Fritz Lang’s M(1931), the murder is not seen except in the expression of Lennie’s face, which is composed between the bars of the stall, metaphorically imprisoning him and subtly indicating the nature of his crime.


    While the film’s conclusion satisfied the Hays office, it becomes a quite realistic aspect of the film. George does offer his gun to the sheriff after firing it into Lennie’s head, but the punishment is unspoken…the ending is unclear. Along with being a triumph in the face of the production code, it preserves the intentions of Steinbeck’s novel and the film’s bent toward reality. And, as Lennie falls dead into a pool of water, the film completes a circular pattern that began with him drinking water in the prologue, and it returns Lennie forever to the nature he so loved.


    


    …in the seeing of a play there are the author, the play, the players, and the whole audience, and each one of these contributes a vital part to the whole effect. — John Steinbeck in the January 1938 issue of Stage


    


    Lon Chaney, Jr.’s portrayal of Lennie is a brilliant characterization, and it also provides a unique insight to the paradox of Chaney’s entire career. Steinbeck’s quotation regarding the confluence of elements that make the “whole effect” of a play also helps to explain the Chaney, Jr. film career. He instills much pathos into Lennie, and would later do so again in such roles as the Frankenstein Monster in The Ghost of Frankenstein (1942). Whatever emotions he conveyed, Chaney, Jr. was at his best as a character actor working as a part of a greater whole. This is certainly the case in Of Mice and Men. His early quotations from Movie Classic seemingly anticipated that reality, and on that basis the already reductive desire to compare him to his father becomes all the more irrelevant.


    In films like Of Mice and Men and The Wolf Man (1941), Chaney would become a successful player on a team, a character actor surrounded by other talented performers and backed up by worthwhile production values and a skilled crew. Unlike his father or Boris Karloff or certainly Bela Lugosi, Chaney, Jr. was not a persona in and of himself. However crucial a character Lennie is in Of Mice and Men, the film is an integration of all its characters into a strong thematic line. When Universal Studios thrust him into star status in their cheaply made horror films of the 1940s, it becomes unsurprising that, however brilliant at times he was as a character actor, Chaney, Jr. was not a personality capable of carrying a film by himself. Moreover, he lacked the “man of a thousand faces” mystique of his father and the foreign intrigue of Lugosi and Karloff that roles like Count Alucard in Son of Dracula (1943) demanded.


    As Lennie in Of Mice and Men, however, he stands among the greats in the tradition of cinematic character actors. In perhaps his strongest similarity to horror stars Lugosi and Karloff, Chaney, Jr. became typed as Lennie, even as he moved into the horror genre. This extended to innumerable roles patterned after Lennie, as in My Favorite Brunette (1947) and The Black Castle (1952). And, if the shadow of his father prompted his name change, the shadow of Lennie also prompted many horror films to feature him as a “helper” or a less-than-intelligent assistant to another villain. It’s true of course that horror films featuring more than one name actor often used this tactic as a plot device. Lugosi became Ygor in Son of Frankenstein (1939) as a result of this method, as well as the character Joseph in The Body Snatcher (1945). But in Chaney’s case it was a more pronounced and more often repeated aspect of his roles, whether in The Haunted Palace (1963) or Dracula vs. Frankenstein (1971).


    A November 1973 Films in Review quoted him on this issue:


    


    It haunts me. I get a call to play a dumb guy and the director tells me not to be Lennie, but he’s never happy until I play the part like Lennie. Then he doesn’t know why he likes it.


    


    Chaney’s raw talent as a character actor had nabbed him the role of Lennie over such actors as Broderick Crawford, but, like Lugosi’s Dracula, it proved in many ways a curse. Creighton Chaney was a character actor, forced to carry entire films as a “star” persona following the critical acclaim of Of Mice and Men. But a character actor was the true outlet for Chaney’s acting; however, in the same fashion as he accidentally kills Mae, the ignorant brute Lennie murdered any real chance for Chaney to explore other kinds of character roles. At the same time, Lennie propelled Lon Chaney, Jr. to fame, saved him from perpetual financial ruin, and carved out a unique place for him in cinema history.


    Film collector and archivist Forrest J Ackerman once recalled:


    


    I observed a real magic moment with Chaney once when the Count Dracula Society had him as the guest of honor at their annual banquet. I was sitting opposite him and I saw he didn’t eat a morsel of food at the banquet; he just sat there drinking. It worried me because I knew from experience that he was only good until afternoon and from then on he was blotto…When he name was announced at the banquet, I made the introductory speech about him. He then appeared on stage and he got a standing ovation and that really turned him on. He said, ‘Would you like to see me do Lennie?’ Everyone said yes and he did Lennie. And he really had it down pat. He stood up there and became that powerful figure from Of Mice and Men and it brought tears to everybody’s eyes to see how great he could be when he tried.
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      A studio portrait of Lon Chaney, Jr. as Lennie from Of Mice and Men.
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      French poster for Of Mice and Men.
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      Lon Chaney, Jr., who won the coveted role of Lennie over 25 other actors, shares a scene with Burgess Meredith and Roman Bohnen.
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      Of Mice and Men garnered strong reviews overall.
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      Lon Chaney, Jr.’s portrayal of Lennie is a brilliant characterization, and it also provides a unique insight to the paradox of Chaney’s entire career.
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      Lennie’s accidental murder of Mae (Betty Field) itself becomes a cinematically innovative and terrifying experience.
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    Man Made Monster (1941)


    by Bryan Senn


    


    After witnessing the torture my father endured in his various makeups. I was more than ready to heed his advice about not doing that type of work. And yet, I suppose the fact that I’m here proves that some people just can’t escape their destiny. — Lon Chaney, Jr. in a Universal studio publicity piece


    


    Indeed he could not, as evidenced by his first foray into the horror field, Man Made Monster. “There on the identical spot where his father performed in his famed character guises,” marveled the film’s pressbook, “young Chaney, disguised in a gruesome facial covering and encased in a 70-pound rubber suit, played the role of a human electrical man.” Studio publicity also claimed that Chaney, Jr. lost 16 pounds while walking about in this 70-pound rubber suit. Destiny can sometimes be a severe taskmaster. Chaney plays Dan McCormick, the sole survivor of a bus accident (a convincing and atmospheric bit of modelwork courtesy of John P. Fulton’s special effects department) which left all the passengers but him dead of electrocution. Dan runs a mostly phony carnival act as Dynamo Dan the Electrical Man and this continual fooling around with electricity seems to have given him some kind of immunity.


    Famous electro-biologist Dr. Lawrence (Samuel S. Hinds) invites Dan to come stay at his home/laboratory so that he and his colleague, Dr. Rigas (Lionel Atwill), can study this phenomenon. When the kindly Dr. Lawrence departs for a conference, Dr. Rigas begins conducting his own experiments on Dan, using the trusting unfortunate as a human guinea pig in his mad goal to create electricity-powered automatons (“a race of superior men…whose only wants are electricity”). To this end, he exposes Dan to larger and larger doses of electricity until the formerly vivacious Dan becomes “a walking shell waiting for the life-giving current” (as Rigas writes in his notebook). When the returning Dr. Lawrence stumbles upon Rigas’ final experiment with Dan, Rigas orders Dan (“whose every impulse is controlled by me”) to stop the elderly man from calling the police. At this, the now super-powered Dan breaks his former benefactor’s neck. When Dan is arrested for the crime, he can only intone “I killed him” over and over (as ordered by Dr. Rigas). Dan is convicted and sentenced to die — in the electric chair.


    When three jolts in the chair only transform Dan into an electrically charged killing machine (electrocuting everyone he touches), Dan uses the warden as a hostage to break out of the prison and instinctively heads back to the laboratory. At that moment, June (Anne Nagel), Dr. Lawrence’s sympathetic niece, finds Rigas’ notebook. Rigas, unfortunately, immediately finds her. “I’ve always found that the female of the species was more sensitive to electrical impulses than was the male,” he states, smiling malevolently. Just then, Dan breaks into the lab and somehow overcomes Rigas’ hypnotic hold to attack and kill the mad medico. Dan then dons an insulated suit to prevent his precious electrical lifeforce from running out through his touch and scoops up June.


    With the police in pursuit, Dan carries her off into the woods. Becoming entangled on a barbed wire fence, his suit rips and Dan’s life-giving electricity runs out of his body into the wire until he finally collapses, drained and dead. Back at the lab, June and her reporter boyfriend, Mark (Frank Albertson), burn Rigas’ notebook so that no one can ever again do what was done to Dan.


    After Lon Chaney, Jr.’s breakthrough roles in Of Mice and Men (1939) and One Million B.C. (1940), Universal sought to sign the rising actor to their roster. The acid test they set for him was Man Made Monster. He passed with flying colors, and the studio was so pleased with the young Chaney that they awarded him an exclusive, long-term contract beginning at $500 a week (with frequent and significant raises to come). With this, Chaney, Jr. took up residence at the same studio that had helped make his father a huge success — and vice-versa. (In fact, between scenes on Man Made Monster — and reportedly while still in makeup — Chaney, Jr. attended a brief commemorative ceremony on the original Phantom soundstage honoring his father. As Junior looked on, five survivors of the original Phantom of the Opera crew unveiled a plaque reading: “Dedicated to the memory of Lon Chaney, for whose picture The Phantom of the Opera this stage was erected in 1924.”)


    It’s likely that Lon Chaney, Jr. was fully aware that Man Made Monster was extremely important to his future career. As such, the previously struggling actor (who was deathly afraid of poverty and later in life reportedly kept meatlockers full of food stashed at various locations so that he’d never have to go hungry) undoubtedly threw his heart and soul into the role. It shows. Also likely was that Chaney, in trying to win over Universal to his cause, was on his best behavior (i.e., no drinking). As a consequence, his focused performance as Dan McCormick ranks among his best. It’s too bad that soon after his mammoth success with this picture’s horror follow-up, The Wolf Man, the troubled actor seemingly either lost his focus or became too overconfident in his position and soon embarked upon the troubling behavior (drinking and brawling) that adversely affected his subsequent work and career. (Just compare Chaney’s 1941 performances to his substandard work only a few years later in such films as The Ghost of Frankenstein, Son of Dracula, and the Inner Sanctum pictures — a series the actor took great stock in yet could not fully capitalize upon.)


    In any case, Man Made Monster proved a propitious coming out venue well-suited to Chaney’s specific persona and talents. From his introductory scene, Chaney’s Dan McCormick comes across as a likable, easy-going, everyday Joe, and his friendly manner and straightforward demeanor immediately win over the viewer. Chaney’s wide, bright smile and good-natured attitude as he sits up in a hospital bed with his open face tilted upwards, eager to shoot the breeze with the doctors, quickly establishes his character as a modest, out-going, warm-hearted guy.


    With his subsequent scenes Chaney continues to effectively flesh out his character. When June comes across Dan in the garden, for instance, she asks him what happened to the circus girl he was once sweet on. “Well,” answers Chaney with a frown, “she ran away with the fire eater.” But Chaney’s frown instantaneously gives way to another big smile at her sympathetic laughter, and he immediately resumes playing with Corky the dog. Dan is not one to let past misfortunes get him down. (In this respect, Chaney’s performance here is even more effective than in his signature film, The Wolf Man, for in that picture his initial character-building scenes — in which he accosts and flirts with the heroine — seem forced and insincere; Chaney reportedly never felt comfortable with love scenes.)


    When Dr. Lawrence proposes Dancometo work for him as a test subject, the scientist adds, “You can live right here too.” At this, Chaney’s face lights up and he asks enthusiastically, “You mean I get to eat here too?” Obviously Dan is a man of basic wants and pleasures (borne out in the next tranquil scene which shows him happily frolicking with the dog in the garden). Then, when June comes across Dan outdoors and comments, “Lovely day isn’t it,” Chaney replies, “Oh, it sure is!” with such sincerity that you have to believe it — and believe that he’s a man who fully enjoys life and its simple pleasures. This makes it doubly shocking (pardon the pun) when these things are so cruelly taken from him — first his capacity for joy (as he becomes a shell of his former self) and finally his very life.


    Dan is no simplistic hedonist, however, for he later shows real concern when he sees that a rabbit is missing from its usual laboratory cage. Chaney’s worried, “Hey doc, where’s Pete?” shows both a warm consideration and a charming naiveté. (This scene also allows Lionel Atwill as the sinister Dr. Rigas a great throwaway line when he casually answers, “Oh, he worked yesterday,” with just a hint of amusement at the innocence of his present subject over the welfare of his former subject.)


    This scene also becomes an effective instance of foreshadowing — since Dan is destined to follow in Pete’s unhappy footsteps. Chaney’s acting adds to the moment’s ominous feel; his worried countenance and continual glances over at the empty cage while Rigas straps him down to the forbidding apparatus both echo and intensify the uneasy concern felt by the viewer.


    After becoming “the shell of a man, electrically alive,” Chaney, though now robbed of dialogue (apparently the process has left him mute), uses his face and body language to depict both the physical change and his raging emotions. For instance, in sharp contrast to his formerly open and kind visage, as the Man Made Monster, Chaney’s face becomes strained, his smooth forehead now furrowed, and his smiling mouth a contorted grimace. When, after his prison break, the electrified Dan meets up with a group out for an evening hayride, Chaney holds up his hands to the people, squeezes them into fists out of frustration (perhaps knowing he can no longer touch his fellow human beings), and then opens them again in a gesture of supplication. His face also takes on a look of tortured pleading. Much like Karloff’s more famous man made monster, however, all he gets for his troubles is a whip across his back. Even as a murderous dynamo of destruction, Chaney continues to elicit some small pity.


    While not exactly (ahem) electrifying, Man Made Monster’s story can stand on its own two (rubber-soled) feet as an original and solid piece of construction. (The same can not be said for a number of Universal’s other — and better known — horror entries of the 1940s.) This perhaps stems from the fact that the film originated as an intended Karloff/Lugosi vehicle called The Man in the Cab (based on a story titled The Electric Man by Harry J. Essex, Sid Schwartz, and Len Golos) during the genre’s Golden Age (the 1930s) when originality was not such a rare concept. George Waggner dusted off the property, rewrote the script under his pseudonym Joseph West, and retitled it The Human Robot (which became The Mysterious Dr. R during shooting and finally metamorphosed into the snappier Man Made Monster in post-production). While it’s easy to imagine Bela Lugosi in the Lionel Atwill part of the mad Dr. Rigas, it’s difficult to picture Karloff in the effusive role of Dan McCormick. This only serves as further testament to Lon Chaney, Jr.’s effective performance, one that he made his own.


    This being one of the cheapest Universal horrors of the 1940s (sporting a cut-rate budget of only $86,000), it’s little wonder that much of the film’s action takes place off-screen. For instance, the potentially sensational scene of McCormick’s failed execution is only talked about rather than shown, albeit in a more immediate fashion than the standard newspaper headline method (with a reporter, guard, and prison electrician frantically phoning back and forth to find out — and reveal — what’s happening). While this proves initially disappointing (since such a tableau is potentially rife with macabre excitement), keeping it hidden from view allows the audience to stretch their imagination a bit and at the same time helps preserve sympathy for the film’s monster/protagonist (for seeing the electrified Dan commit two murders couldn’t do his hero image any good — in fact, with the justifiable exception of Dr. Rigas, we only see Dan kill when he’s attacked first).


    Obviously, given his limited resources, Waggner had to pick and choose his moments, and those action sequences that do make it into the final print are well realized. One of the best comes when the escaped Dan encounters the horse-drawn haywagon full of laughing riders. As the horses neigh and toss their heads in terror at the startling vision of the glowing Dan at the side of the track, the belligerent and frightened driver flicks his whip at Dan and is promptly electrocuted for his actions. Then the terrified horses bolt, sending the panicked passengers toppling from the rig. As the wagon passes, Dan reaches out as if to stop it, but his touch only causes a fearful spark that sets the hay alight. As the last of the passengers leaps from the burning wagon, the fear-maddened animals break free and the cart tips sideways to spill its fiery load down an embankment, the flaming material rolling and flowing like scorching lava. With shadowy lighting, rapid edits (terrified horses, fearful passengers, dying driver, the glowing Dan), and frantic music playing on the soundtrack, it becomes a moment both frightening and exciting (and, thanks to Chaney’s effective pantomime, a little sad).


    Lionel Atwill receives top billing in Man Made Monster and rightly so, for his bravura playing gives the story its spark (literally as well as figuratively). Though essaying a rather one-dimensional character, Atwill imbues the fanatical, unscrupulous Dr. Rigas with a boundless energy and an evil gleam, bringing his full powers to bear on the limiting role by employing subtle gestures and inflections to flesh out and enhance his character as well as project a broad grandness worthy of a monomaniacal mad scientist.


    The way Atwill undertakes a simple task in his very first scene speaks volumes about his character’s state at the moment. After employing a stethoscope to listen intently to something off screen, he raises up slowly, then removes the listening prongs from his ears with a quick jerk and abrupt snap. His shoulders slump ever so slightly as he begins to disconnect the wires. Through Atwill’s subtle body language, we feel first his character’s disappointment, then a brief surge of anger, and finally a resignation at his failure — all without a single word spoken.


    When the character finally does speak, Atwill exhibits his deft control of voice as well as body. When Dr. Lawrence suggests he give up his experiment, Rigas’ first words are “It will work, I know it.” Innocuous enough, but as Atwill delivers them (his voice low, the words seemingly forced out through a constricted throat), they become a verbal badge of desperate and dangerous determination.


    When Lawrence further admonishes, “Sometimes I think you’re mad,” Atwill lifts the safety goggles from his eyes and answers almost happily, “I am! So was Archimedes, Galileo, Newton, Pasteur, Lister, and all the others who dared to dream!” Atwill’s eyes have gone a bit too wide and a subtle half-smile plays across his face; it seems as if he revels in the idea of being thought mad. He spouts his litany with such pride and enthusiasm that one can’t help but admire his verve.


    With a plethora of sinister roles in films such as Doctor X (1932), Mystery of the Wax Museum (1933), The Vampire Bat (1933), Secret of the Blue Room (1933), Murders in the Zoo (1933), and The Man Who Reclaimed His Head (1935), Lionel Atwill had become one of Hollywood’s foremost screen villains. In 1933 (a year in which he appeared in eight films), Motion Picture magazine dubbed the actor “The MENTAL Lon Chaney” (that’s Senior, not Junior), going on to say:


    


    Here is a handsome man who makes women’s hearts beat faster — until he stops them. Here is a charming and very polished gentleman who makes women’s blood run warmer — until he chills it. This man murders with a smile, violates with a chilling laugh…Here is a man with the most sardonic mouth I have ever seen, the coldest and most merciless eyes ever set in a man’s skull.


    


    Atwill, a complex man both in front of and behind the camera, enjoyed playing villainous roles. While still a matinee idol on the Broadway stage, he began acting in early silents. In a 1919 interview for Motion Picture Classic, Atwill commented on the future of moving pictures and his views on screen villainy:


    


    I honestly think pictures have possibilities, but not until some of these old-fashioned ideas are combed out of them. For instance, to the picture director, a character is either a hero, who is all good, or a villain, who is all bad…No one is wholly good or evil…I, for one, will never play in pictures again until I am assured that the director is broad-minded enough to present a villain who has lovable qualities, or a hero who has a few weaknesses.


    


    Though his Dr. Rigas sports very few lovable qualities, Atwill manages to imbue in him a few human traits at least.


    Later, in 1933, after becoming an established screen star, Atwill further expounded upon his convictions as to the duality of man (and himself) in Motion Picture magazine:


    


    See, one side of my face is gentle and kind, incapable of anything but love of my fellow man. The other side, the other profile, is cruel and predatory and evil, incapable of anything but the lusts and dark passions. It all depends on which side of my face is turned toward you — or the camera. It all depends on which side faces the moon at the ebb of the tide.


    


    For his Dr. Rigas, Atwill’s face seemed fixed more intently upon the dark side of the moon.


    Even though given little to work with in Man Made Monster, Atwill still manages to add a few subtle touches that transform his (as written) one-dimensional villain into a more human and three-dimensional antagonist. For instance, though Rigas orders Dan to “Stop him!” when Dr. Lawrence begins to phone the police, the real shock displayed on Atwill’s face when he kneels over his colleague
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