BORIS KARLOFF

Perhapsio otheractorin the long, durablehistory of horror on the motion picturescreerhasbeenso
closelyidentified with the genreasBoris Karloff. Yet, this Omonstrous@esencevasasfamousfor his
gentleheartandkindnessashe wasfor his screempersona.Thathis very namecanconjuregoosebumps
andchills somanyyearsafter his legendandultimatepassings a tribute to the artistandthe man.Born
William Henry Pratton November23¢ 1887, at Camberwellin the Southof London, he was the
youngesimemberof a family thatincludedeightsonsandonedaughter. He spenthis formativeyearsat
the family homeon ForestHill Roadin Dulwich, which may haveearnedhim his later reputation(with
apologiedo H.P. Lovecraft)asThe Dulwich Horror. YoungBilly neverknew his father. EdwardPratt
had worked for the Indian Salt RevenueService,and had virtually abandonedhis family in far off
England. Edwarddiedwhenhis sonwasstill aninfantandsoBilly wasraisedby his mother,Eliza Sara
(Millard) Prattuntil heruntimely passing. Thereafterhe wasraisedandshelteredy his brothersandhis
sister.

While all of BillyOsbrothershad eventuallyfollowed in their fatherOsootstepsand enteredthe
Diplomatic Corps,one hadbriefly flirted with the theatreand had performedon the stage. Whenhis
careerseemedat a deadend, he too joined the Diplomatic Service but not before the seedsof
performanceénadtakenroot within the heartof his babybrother. W.H.P.,asheliked to referto himself,
had beensmittenby the proverbialactingbug andno amountof familial coercioncould dissuadéhim
from his choserprofession.By all accountstheyoungstemwasakind, gentleboy who hadlittle aptitude
for, or interestin, the service. He wasa dreamewith strikingly handsomédeaturesanda commanding
voice. While his brotherschastisechim repeatedlyfor choosingsucha disreputablecareer ratherthan
the honor of political service, Billy would not entertain any course but his own.

As a child, Billy performedeach Christmasin plays stagedby St. Mary MagdaleneO€hurch.
Interestingly his very first role wasthatof The DemonKing in Cinderella. It would not bethelasttime
thathewould play sucha part. By 1909William hadbecomeobsessewvith thoughtsof alife in theatre,
andreadfor everypartthathe couldfind. At twenty-twoyearsof age,he announcedis intentionto
leavehomeandpursuean actorO#fe. The youth purchased second-classteametticket for Montreal
and,on May 7", 1909, sailedfrom Liverpool to a newlandfilled, he believed with opportunitiesfor his
chosercareer. Theatricalpositionsweredifficult enoughto obtainfor a seasonegrofessionalput Billy
hadno realexperienceandsoresortedo manuallaborin orderto eat. Ditch diggingandlaying trackfor
the British ColumbiaRailway Systempaid someof the bills and affordedhim a meagemealnow and
again. His brotherssupportechim whenthey could with economiccare packagesbut it wasnOlong
before he had grown despondent.

Readingthe classifiedadsonedayin alocal newspapehe stumbledupona noticeplacedby the Ray
BrandonPlayersin Kamloops,sometwo hundredfifty miles away, seekingan experiencectharacter
actor. He desperatelywantedto apply for the position, but realizedthat his namewasnOtemotely
theatrical. He recalleda distantfamily branchon his motherOsideby the distinguishechameof Karloff.
For a first namehe chosewhat he fancied might be construedas a dignified, professionalChristian
nameEBoris. It seemedo jell, andso young Boris Karloff happily appliedfor the positionwith the
companyin far away Kamloops.After his first performanceas Hoffman, the banker,in playwright
FerencMolnarOSTHE DEVIL it was obviousto everyone,including the actor, that he was not a
professional.However,the managewof thetroupefelt thatKarloff hadpotentialandallowedhim to stay.
For the nextyearhetouredmuchof WesternCanadawith the company playinglargely villainousroles.
Earlyin 1912, however,CanadaQsfamouscyclonehit the community,wiping out boththetown andthe
resource®f the small actingtroupe. Karloff thenjoined the Harry St. Clair Playersin PrinceAlbert,
spendingtwo yearswith the repertorycompany. They toured the MidwesternUnited States,but
studiouslyavoidedperformingin largecities. Whenthe actorgrewtired of working only in strictly rural
townsandcommunitieshe found work with anothertouring company the Billie Bennetttroupe. They
were taking a productionof THE VIRGINIAN on the road and, amongtheir destinationswas Los
Angeles, California. Arriving in December, 1917, Boris Karloff had discovered Hollywood.



Fameandfortunecontinuedo eludethe youngactor,however but he foundenoughmanuallaborand
temporarywork in theatricalstockcompaniedo paythebills. Severalyearspassedeforehereceivedan
invitation from anold friend, Alfred Aldrich, to join him for a chat. Aldrich suggestedhathis friend try
to find work in the growingfilm industry. Karloff hit the bricksandhis persistencgaid off in winning
someextrawork in the celluloid community. Aldrich introducedKarloff to a film agentby the nameof
Al MacQuarrie. The agentfound Boris a few dayswork asan extraon a DouglasFairbanksfilm called
His Majesty, The American. He portrayeda Mexican soldier, and often spokeof this as his motion
picture debut. With a bit more confidenceunder his belt he beganmaking the roundsof the local
agenciesmeetingMabel Condonwho was at onceenthusiasti@bouthis look and potential. Shecast
him in asmallpartin afilm with BlancheSweet. It wasnObng beforea moresubstantiatole followed,
onceagain,with BlancheSweet. In The DeadlierSex, he playeda FrenchCanadiartrapper,arole he
wasto continueto play in his next half dozenassignments.By 1923, the industryOgascinationwith
FrenchCanadian$addissipatedhowever,andthe actorfound himselfout of ajob. The storygoesthat
ononeparticularlydispiritedafternoon Karloff heardthe repeatechonkingof a carfollowing him out of
the gatesof the studio. The manin the carbehindhim wasan actorhe hadmetbriefly on a variety of
film sets,andwho hadtakena liking to the young performer. Lon Chaneyemergedrom his vehicle,
askingthe startledyoungsterODonGtou recognizeold friends, Boris?O Chaneyinvited Karloff to ride
with him for atime. Theydrovetogetherfor an hour, during which Chaneyaskedhis youthful friend
abouthis goalsanddreams. Chaneytold him OThesecretof successn Hollywood liesin beingdifferent
from anyoneelse. Find somethingno else canor will do, andtheyOllbeginto take notice of you.
Hollywood is full of competent actors. What the screen truly needs is individuality.O

Thoughstill continuingto act in minor partswithin minor films, he managedo supplementhis
incomeby working asatruck driver. Driving a seventeen-tong, hewasaskedto deliverthreehundred
casksof cement. The cementhadto be carriedfrom the warehouseo his truck, driven twenty-seven
miles,andthenunloadedagain. In lateryearshis wife, Evelyn, recalledthe incidentaswhatmay have
beenthe beginningof his life long battlewith crippling backpain. In 1926 Karloff founda provocative
role in The Bells, in which he playeda sinistermesmeristalongside Lionel Barrymorewho actually
sketchedout the bizarre Caligari makeup for his youngco-worker. Karloff workedwith Barrymore
againin his first soundfilm, The Unholy Night (1929)which the older actordirected. Oneafternoonin
1930, Karloff strodeup the stairsto the ActorO£quity office in Los Angelesto checkhis mail. Thegirl
at the front deskaskedhim if he wasworking. When he answeredOno,8hetold him thatthey were
castinga local productionof The Criminal Codeat the BelascoTheatre. He won the part of a vicious
convict namedGalloway who stalksand murdersa stool pigeon. The play was a successandwhen
ColumbiaPicturesannouncedlansto makea movie versionof the story to be directedby Howard
Hawks, starringWalter Hustonasthe prisonwarden,Karloff wassignedto repeathis stagerole. The
film wasreleasedn 1931and,with his characteristishort-croppedair andmenacingeatures Karloff
was a frightening sight to behold.

Karloff wasworking steadilynow andwascastby directorMichael Curtiz for a Svengalithemedopus
called The Mad Genius,alongwith JohnBarrymore. WhenUniversalwas preparingits productionof
Frankensteinthe part of the creaturenadbeenofferedto their new horror star,Bela Lugosi, but Lugosi
turnedthe part down, fearingthat his identity would be smotheredn makeup. Lon Chaneyhaddied
unexpectedlyand so the studiowas left without a monster. Director JamesWhale decidedto take a
chanceon a fellow countrymanandrelatively unknownactorfor the part. Boris Karloff wasgiventhe
role of alifetime, andonethatwould foreverchangethe courseof hislife. HadLugosiagreedo portray
the Omonster,RobertFlorey would havedirectedthe film. When Lugosi declinedthe studioOsffer,
Florey joined Lugosion UniversalOadaptatiorof PoeOMurdersin The Rue Morgue. Whale spotted
Karloff havinglunchin the studiocommissaryandinvited him to join histable. Whalecommentedater
that OKarloffO$ace fascinatedme. | madedrawingsof his head,addedsharpbony ridgeswherel
imaginedthe skull might havejoined. His physiquewas weakerthan| could wish but that queer,
penetrating personality of his, | felt, was more important than his shape which could easily be altered.O

Karloff arrived at the studio eachmorning at five thirty and satfor threeanda half hoursin the
makeupchair. UniversalOgesidentgenius,JackPierce createdhe dementedppearancef the creature,
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anunforgettablyshockingvisageof a gaunt,hollow beingtormentedn eithersideof deathOdescending
veil. The first appearancef the Omonster@ the premieredfiim had to have beenunexpectedly
shockingto theatergoersWhaleOstartlingintroductionof Karloff is asunforgettableasany momentin
screenhistory, perverselyduplicatedeight yearslater by JohnFord as JohnWaynereachedclose-up
immortality in Stagecoach.The technique althoughmoreromantic,wasnearlyidenticalin its staging.
Therewasan eerie,nearlyethereahuality to KarloffOgyesturesasthoughhe hadactuallyreturnedrom
the grave. His desireto returnremainsa chilling evocationof a lost soul, condemnedo wanderthe
endlessorridorsof eternity. WhenColin Clive opensthe creakinggatesof the raftersburieddeepwithin
the castle ceiling, sunlight burns deeply into the scarredfacial tissue of the transposedcreature.
Hypnotically, without a will of its own, the OmonsterOafnsreachup towardthe sourceof the light, a
gueermarionettesearchingn unfathomedecognitionfor the creatorof existence.As theraftersslowly
close,returningdarknesgo the room, the creatureGarmsdescendn dumb obedienceasthe light of
eternity passes from his gaze, leaving him alone and desolate once more.

Frankensteilbecamean enormoussuccesdor the studio,andfor its neweststarwhosenamewasnot
revealeduntil the final creditsof the picture,andthenonly asKARLOFF. In 1932Karloff earneda
featuredrole in Howard HawksQlassicScarfacestarring Paul Muni. During the sameyear he was
happily reunitedwith JamesWhalein the studioOsecreatiorof J.B. PriestlyOmacabrecomedy, The Old
Dark House. With an a wonderful castcomprisedof Karloff, Melvyn Douglas,CharlesLaughton,
RaymondMassey,ErnestThesigerand a young Gloria Stuart(later to starin JamesCameronOspic,
Titanic), this quirky, eccentricversion of PriestlyO8enightedremainsa strange,delightful gem.
Universaldecidedo loantheir newstarto the prestigiousMetro Goldwyn Mayerto play the covetedtitle
role in Sax RohmerQsxotic The Mask Of Fu Manchu. Wonderfully kinky, the film co-starredyoung
Myrna Loy astheintoxicating,yet sadisticFahLo See,FuManchuOsexuallyperversedaughter.Filmed
prior to HollywoodOsnfamousproductioncode, the film joyously escapedhe later scrutiny of The
HayesOffice, andremainsa fascinatingexampleof pre-codeextravagance LoyO®bviousexcitationin
orderingthe flogging of her half nakedcaptor,cowboy star CharlesStarrett,is daringevenby todayOs
standardseyesopenwide, nearly achievingan orgasmasthe lash tearsinto his flesh with furiously
increasingrapidity. Lavishly filmed andexecuted,The Mask Of Fu Manchuremainsone of the most
unique,original horror fantasiesof the thirties andthe definitive representatiomf RohmerOmfamous
villain.

Karloff returnedto Universalfor oneof his mostmemorablanotion pictures,The Mummy. Released
for Christmas,1932, The Mummy featuredKarloff asIm Ho Tep, the resurrectedncarnationof an
ancientevil. Directedby Karl Freund,an ZmigrZfrom GermanyOgolden,expressionistie@ra, Freund
hadphotographed.ugosiO®raculaandwould continueworking in Hollywood well into the 195008as
principal cinematographeior televisionOkLove Lucy. Noble Johnsonwho oneyearlaterwould appear
asthe nativechiefin King Kong, playedOTheNubian,Gm Ho TepOservantwhile Bramwell Fletcher
createdanindelibleimpressiomasthe youngarchaeologistvho unwittingly bringsthe witheredmummy
back to life. Screamingat the sight of the living mummy, Fletcherlapsesquickly into mental
incompetencemutteringOHeEhewentfor a little walk. You shouldhaveseenhis face.GFletcherwas
active for manyyearsin both films andthe theatricalstage,replacingRex Harrisonon Broadwayas
HenryHigginsin My Fair Lady. During the late sixties, he starredaswriter GeorgeBernardShawin a
one-marshowthattouredthe U.S. It wasduringa stopin Atlantic City, New Jerseythatthis writer had
the good fortune to meetand befriendthe actorEa relationshipthat continueduntil his passingsome
yearslater. The Mummy is rich in its atmospherigortrayalof an agelesssoul, reachingout beyond
centuriesto reclaim a forbidden, reincarnatedove. It remainsone of Boris KarloffOssignature
portrayals His eyesliterally burnwith theintensityof onewho haswalkedthe corridorsof timein search
of his forbiddendestiny. OKarloff, The Uncanny,adbeenresurrectedalongwith the rotting flesh of
the mummy he came to personify.

In 1933 Karloff returnedto his native Englandin orderto starin the brooding GaumontBritish
presentatiorof The Ghoul, baseduponboth the novel and play written by Dr. FrankKing. Recently
restoredandrediscoveredy an entirely new generationthe picture co-starredCedric Hardwickeand
ErnestThesigerandis, in its newly discoveredorm, arevelation. Karloff movedoverto RKO Radiofor
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the 1934 JohnFord production,The Lost Patrol,in which he portrayeda religiousfanaticgonemadin
the MesopotamiarDesert. It is an impressive,impassionedperformanceby an actor finding and
exploringhis considerableangeat long last. Karloff next co-starredalongwith GeorgeArliss, asthe
anti-semiticPrussianambassadomaron Ledrantz,in Alfred WerkerOd he Houseof Rothschildfor
United Artists.

In May of 1934 Universalreleasedheir next major entryin the burgeoningBoris Karloff franchise.
The Black Cat, directedby Edward G. Ulmer, becamethe first motion picture to pair the studioOs
reigning OTitansOf Terror.O Karloff co-starredwith Bela Lugosiin this fabuloustale of Teutonic
adversariesn a war of nerves. In the restoredcastle of the infamoustraitor, Hjalmar Poelzig
(Karloff)Ebuilt atopthe gravesof the countrymenhe betrayedEcomeshis former friend, Dr. Vitus
Verdegast(Lugosi), seekingvengeanceafter returning from a fifteen-yearincarceration. Engineer
Poelzighadstolenhis wife, thenmarriedhis daughterreigningoverthe brokenbattlement®f a decaying
fort in which thousandsad perished. Smugly assemblinga devil-worshippingcult within the walls of
his blood soakedcastle,Poelzigis the embodimenbf evil. A crazedgeniusandarchitecturafuturist, he
hasdesignedan art deco palaceworthy of the Wright Stuff. To the somberstrainsof BeethovenOs
SeventhSymphony Verdegasplots his horrifying revengeflaying the flesh from the shackledbody of
his host, bit by agonizing bit.

Oneyearlater,in May of 1935,Universalunveiledits masterpiece After the releaseof Frankenstein
in 1931the studiohadtried to persuadéoth Karloff andJamesWhaleto film anotherstory aboutthe
Omonster.@halehadno desireto repeathimselfunlessthe treatmentwassufficiently bizarreto warrant
his attention. With a screenplayby William Hurlbut andJohnL. Balderstonanda castthatincluded
Boris Karloff, Colin Clive, Valerie Hobson,ElsaLanchesterDwight Frye,UnaOOConnoQ.P.Heggie
andtheastonishingernestThesigerasthe dementedr. PretoriousWhaledeliveredperhapdhe greatest
horrorfilm of the decadeandeasilythe mostcritically acclaimedrenditionof Mary ShelleyOsovel ever
released.The Bride of Frankensteimemainsa work of sheergenius,a brilliantly conceivedandrealized
takeon lonelinessyanity, andmadness.The castof British characteiactorsis simply superb featuring
theblatantlyoverthetop, overtly gay,comic performancef ErnestThesigerasthe devil to Colin CliveOs
DanielWebster. As thrilling andhilariousasthefilm oftenis, it alsoconceivedoneof the mostmoving
andtragic film sequence®f the thirties. Houndedand tormentedby an ignorantmob of peasants,
Frankensteindmuntedcreatureis chasedmercilesslyinto the forestsof the night, wherehe stumbles
upontheisolatedcabinof a beardedlind man. Sincethe hermitcannotseethe shockingfeaturesof his
unannouncedyuest,he doesnot fear his nightmarishvisage. Attemptingto communicatewith the
Omonster,Be realizesthat his mute guestis ashelplessandphysicallyimpairedashimself. A bondof
mutualtrustis formed by societyOsutcastsand both reachout in kind for the opportunityto sharea
momentof tendernesandhumancompassion As the blind hermitoffershis guesta hot mealby thefire
he tells his newfoundcompanionthat they musthavebeenbroughttogetherby fate. So takenis the
creatureQsy the hermitOselflessspirit and gentlekindnessthat, asthe strainsof Ave Maria caresshis
wearyheart,this relic from aworld of corpseseginsto convulsein tragicsobs. It is a heartwrenching
sequencenterruptedall too quickly by theviolentintrusionof JohnCarradineasanignorantwoodsman
who seesonly the ugliness,ratherthanthe inner beauty,of the huntedbeast. Laterin the film, when
Frankenstein@seationrealizesthatevenhis bride, anotherartificially resuscitate@orpse cannotbearto
be touchedby him, he bitterly shedsa final tear before blowing the laboratoryand its deformed
inhabitantsto bits. FranzWaxmanOsxhilaratingoriginal musicalscorefor the film remainsoneof its
greatesipleasures. Utilized by Universalin countlessother productions,most notablyin the classic
BusterCrabbeserial,FlashGordonOsrip To Mars (1938),this symphonyfantastiqueemainsamongthe
greatestmostinfluential scoresever composedor the motion picture screenandis an astonishingly
eloquent tribute to a screen masterwork.

In July of 1935 Karloff starredastwin brothers,one kind and one evil, in The Black Room for
Columbia. Later that samemonth Universal releasedthe secondof the Karloff/Lugosi pairings.
Suggestedby the work of EdgarAllan Poe, The RavenfeaturedKarloff and Lugosi, respectivelyasa
criminal badly in needof plasticsurgeryanda brilliant, if mentallyunstable surgeorwho deliberately

4



distortshis facein orderto bendhim to his nefariouswill. Karloff, asconvictEdmundBatemanis oddly
touchingasthe flawed andfallen soul, while Lugosi handily stealsthe showin a bravuraperformance
worthy of the Barrymores. Shifting the balanceof powerfrom the graphicfinale of The Black Catto that
of The Raven,Karloff locks Lugosi within a deadlychamberin which the proverbialmad doctoris
crushedscreamingto his death. Therarely seenjimaginativesciencefiction melodramaihe Invisible
Ray, quickly followed in January1936,starringKarloff asthe tragically misunderstooddr. JanosRukh
whosenoble experimentsvith RadiumX are covetedand stolenby jealouscontemporariesyhile his
youngwife (thelovely FranceDrake,PeterLorreOsision of lust andperversionin MGMOsdMad Love -
1935)is similarly unhingedfrom his burningsphereby a moreopenlyattentivesuitor, FrankLawton (A
doomedpassengerboardS.S. Titanic in A Night To Remembe1958). Lost to humanityand to
himself, Rukhis at lastconsumedy the very Radiumthat haspoisonechis mind andhis body. When
the motherwho hadgiven him birth (Violet Kemble Cooper)smasheshe last remainingantidotefrom
his fingerswith her cane,Rukhresignshimselfto his bitter fate,an atomicmeltdownof his cells before
the grieving eyesof his parent. While this was the third pairing by the studio of arch horror rivals,
Karloff andLugosi,the latterOpartwasa relatively minor, unsympatheticole, doinglittle to enhancéis
alreadyfading stature. Karloff often marveledat his friend and colleagueOanfathomablesenseof
businesscomprehensionfrequently moving from a starringrole in a major productionto a minor
characterizatiom amediocrefilm. While KarloffOsheatricalinstinctswereusuallyintelligently thought
out and wise, LugosiOs choices were ill timed and self-destructive. They eventually destroyed him.

In March, 1936, Karloff starredin a seldomseen,yet deeplyaffecting film entitled The Walking
Dead. He playedJohnEliman, an ex-convictwrongly executedor a murderhe didnOtommit. Whena
kindly scientist(EdmundGwennof Themfame)experimentson his corpse pringing him backto Olife,O
Ellmanseemdo float betweerthis world andthe next. His hair hasbeenstreakedvhite, his eyesreflect
the traumaof a soullost betweentwo worlds and,whenhe avengesis own deathby killing thosewho
accusechim falsely, his gateis strangelyreminiscenif Frankenstein@monster.@n the end,dying of
gunshotwounds he suggestshatthe doctorleavethe deadto theirinevitablefate. Karloff returnedo his
native Englandoncemoreto film The Man Who Lived Again for GaumontBritish. This mostsatisfying
productionappearedost for many years,resurfacingrecentlyon homevideo and DVD in a pristine
transfer. Co-starringAnnaLee andJohnLoder,thefilm concerns brilliant scientistableto transferthe
mind of one man into the body of another. Scornedand ridiculed by his jealouscolleaguesDr.
Laurience(Karloff) succeed# his madexperimentsfinally attemptingto transferhis own personanto
the body of a muchyoungerman,therebyextendinghis own life andwinning the heartof his female
assistan{Lee). The processs reversedustin the nick of time asKarloff perishestaking his secrets
with him to the grave.

In January1937,Karloff appearedsanoperaticvillain for 2d" CenturyFoxin the delightful Charlie
ChanAt The Opera,starringthe gifted WarnerOland asthe screenGariginal Asian detective. (Oland
alsoplayedAl JolsonO€antorfatherin The JazzSinger,andthe werewolfwho infectsscientistHenry
Hull in The Werewolf Of London.). In January1939Universal Picturesreleasedts third andfinal
FrankensteirpusstarringKarloff asthe Omonster.@Vhile Basil Rathbonevaseffectiveasheir to the
curseof FrankensteinandBelaLugosiwasnearlybrilliant in his characterole asYgor, the hunchback
who adoptsand influencesthe creature,Rowland V. LeeOslirection was sluggishand uninspired.
Karloff wasreducedo playinga dumb,brutal beastsomehowosingthe speectpatternsheOdeveloped
in The Bride Of Frankenstein. He appearedbored and disinterestedmore than mere appearance
consideringhis unhappinesi beingforced,contractually to play the Omonster@nceagain. He vowed
never to play the creature on screen againEand he didnOtEuntil 1962 on television.

By 1939 UniversalOfirst horror cycle hadbegunto wind down, losing muchof its initial excitement
andmomentum. Quality roleswerebecominginfrequentfor the greathorroractorandso, determinedo
preserveandcultivatehis versatility andrange Karloff returnedto the sceneof his OprimeOEthé¢heatre.
Broadwayproducerd.indsay and Crousehad beendevelopingJoseptKesserlingOglay abouta pair of
ditzy sistersandtheir malevolenthouseguestsfor sometime. They offeredKarloff the plum role of a
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homicidalnephew JonatharBrewster,in their productionof ArsenicAnd Old Lace. Oneof the playOs
funniestrunninggagsconcernedhe plasticsurgeryBrewsteremployedto escapaletectionby the police.
His surgeonDr. Einstein,hadoperatedvhile drunk. It seemse hadbeenwatchinganold horrormovie,
andgiven Brewsterthe face of anactorin thefilm. Hence,whenevera characteiin the play seemedo
recognizethe escapedaonvict, Brewsterwould fly into anuncontrollablerageat the meresuggestiorthat
he Olookedike Boris Karloff.O The play openedon Broadwayat the Fulton Theatreon Januaryld",
1941andranfor morethan1400performances.WhenWarnerBrothersdecidedto turn the production
into a film, RaymondMasseywas castasthe crazedconvictEbut the OBorisKarloffOline remainedn
the screenplay.

Karloff returnedto filmmaking, appearingn a successiorof minor productions,andyet the mere
appearancef the actor seemedo give thesecinematicechoesa senseof eloquencethey might not
otherwisehaveenjoyed. In British Intelligence(1940) he wasa Germanmasterspy. In Black Friday
(1940) he teamedyet againwith fallen comradeBelaLugosiin a decidedlyminor production. A terrific
role camehis way the sameyearat WarnerBrotherswith the releaseof DevilOdsland. Karloff played
Dr. Gaudetarespectedgurgeonsentencedo spendtherestof his life maroonedn the penalcolony of
DevilOdsland, after operatingon a political revolutionary. His performancewas impassionedand
heartfelt. Late in 1940, Karloff starredin an ensemblecast, along with many of his horror
contemporariesin the screwballcomedy, YouOllFind Out, starringradio band leader,Kay Kyser,
fendingoff the murderousonslaughof Karloff, Lugosi,andthe eversuavePeterLorre. The picturewas
a succesdor RKO. Columbiaattemptedio repeatthe successf the earlierfilm in 1942 with their
releaseof The Boogie Man Will GetYou starringKarloff, Lorre anda ratheryoungLarry Parks. The
film had little going for it, and containednone of the charmof YouOIlFind Out. For Larry Parks,
however,famelay a merefive yearsaway. In 1947 he starredonceagainfor ColumbiaPictures,this
time asAl Jolsonin TheJolsonStoryand,later,JolsonSingsAgain. (Tragedyanddisgracewvould haunt
Parksin the early 19500%/henhis life andcareemwere destroyedy the witch-huntsof SenatorJoseph
McCarthy and the HouseUn AmericanActivities Committee.Physicianssaid that he died of a heart
attack. His family said that he died of a broken heart.)

Universalhadhopedto cashin on the succes®f their tepid, musicalremakeof The PhantomOf The
Operaby castingits star, Susanndoster,in an evenmore tepid clone entitled The Climax. Karloff
steppedin for ClaudeRains,who had alreadydied in the earlier film, as a physicianwho tries to
hypnotizeFosterinto believingthatshecannotsing. It seemghatthe gooddoctorhadalreadymurdered
his wife becausder operaticcareethadcomebetweerthem. Now, believingthatthe youngerwomanOs
voiceis thereincarnateég@mbodimentf his wife, he setsoutto preventthetragedyfrom occurringagain.
While Karloff wasaseffectiveasever,the scriptingandmusicwerehopelessijfame. Kneedeepin the
midst of its secondofficial horror cycle, Universalhit uponthe idea of combiningits monstersin a
horrific successiorof malevolentGrand Hotel like ensemblesfeaturingall star castsfrom its own
hauntedcastleof contractplayers. HouseOf Frankensteinwasreleasedn Decembeof 1944 but, while
the erstwhile castincludedKarloff, he would neveragainportray the Omonster®n the silver screen.
Rather,he playedyet anotherin a long line of delectablymad doctors. The releaseof RobertLouis
Stevenson(she Body Snatchein March 1945wasanothematterentirely, however. Producedy Val
Lewton anddirectedby RobertWise, the RKO releasevasa sober,adultlook at the realllife crime of
grave robbing to supply physicianswith bodiesfor experimentation. Karloff played a ruthless
practitionerof the trade,while Henry Daniell deliveredthe performanceof his careerasthe tormented
doctorwilling to pay any price for a freshcorpse,caringlittle for the circumstancesinderwhich they
arrived at his laboratorydoor. Bela Lugosi appearedn a decidedlyminor role as a greedyservant
attempting to blackmail the grave robber.

It wasthe lasttime thatthe two would everappeartogetheron screen. Lewton followed The Body
Snatchewith anevenmoreatmospherigroduction Isle of the Dead,in which Karloff starredasGeneral
Pheridesdrivento madnesdy superstitionjntenton the spiritual destructionof aninnocentgirl he has
cometo believeis avampire. Filmedon a virtual shoestringthe Lewton productionsquickly attaineda
well-deservedreputationfor richly evocativeimagery, favoring brooding shadowsand imaginative
cinematographyabovewastefulspendingand extravagance.Bedlamfollowed in May 1946, pairing
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Karloff with AnnalLeeonceagain,in a storyof theinfamousmentalinstitution of the eighteentrcentury.
Onadecidedlylighter note,Karloff returnedto hauntthe dreamsof theinsane putloveableDannyKaye
in JamesThurberO$he SecretLife of Walter Mitty, releasedy RKO in Septembefl947. Thefilm was
a smash comedy hit for the studio and for its esteemed producer, Samuel Goldwyn.

Karloff would revertto his earliesttheatricalexperienceplaying Indiansfor Cecil B. DeMille in
Unconqueredat Paramountandin Tap Rootsfor GeorgeMarshall at Universalin 1947 and 1948,
respectivelyPlayfully poking fun at his ghoulishpersonaKarloff joined Bud AbbottandLou Costelloin
two theatricaloutingsat Universal. Abbott and CostelloMeetthe Killer, Boris Karloff wasreleasedn
August1949,while Abbott and CostelloMeet Dr. JekyllandMr. Hyde sawits releasan August1953.
Both films werehighly entertainingand Karloff waschillingly effectiveasDr. Henry Jekyll, aswell as
his monstrousalter ego, in the latter film. Tiring of restrictivetype castingin largely mediocrefilms,
Karloff returnedto the stagein 1950, starringon Broadwayas both Fatherand the dastardlypirate,
CaptainHook, in the acclaimedmusicalrevival of J.M. BarrieO$antasy,PeterPan. The lovely Jean
Arthur (Mr. SmithGoesTo WashingtorandShane)ook flight from him asthe enchantedboy who could
fly, while composeiLeonardBernsteinsuppliedthe first rate score. The productionwasa triumph for
Karloff, who delightedin signingautographgor, andshakinghandswith, starstruckchildrenaftereach
joyous performance.

In 1952the actorandhis wife returnedto Englandwherehe starredin a short-livedtelevisionseries
called Colonel March of ScotlandYard. Returningto the Broadwaystagein 1955 to portray the
sympatheticBishop Cauchonin JeanAnouilhnOsThe Lark, Karloff regardedthe productionas the
highlight of his long career. Julie Harriswashis co-starasJoanof Arc in the celebrateglay, recreated
for live televisionin 1957 with Karloff, Harris and much of the original New York companyintact.
Karloff hadbegunhis televisionappearances 1949with a thirteen-weelhorror seriesfor ABC called
Starring Boris Karloff. Throughoutthe nineteenfifties and sixties, Karloff was a familiar face to
viewers. He reprisedhis starringrole asJonatharBrewsterin ArsenicandOld Lacefor the CBSdrama
series,Best of Broadway,on January5"™, 1955. Tony Randallco-starredas his befuddledyounger
brother. Then,on November6™, 1958, CBS presented productionof Heartof Darknessby KarloffOs
favorite author,JosephConrad.The productionco-starredRoddyMcDowell asthe mansentto find and
Oneutralize®madwhite manruling a nativecommunityin thethick of thejungle. Heartof Darknesshad
beenplannedasa motionpicturein 1940by OrsonWellesashis entryinto the cinematicarena. He put
the projectasidein favor of a story baseduponthe life of newspapepublisher,William Randolph
Hearst,titled Citizen Kane. FrancisFord Coppolafinally filmed it in 1979 as ApocalypseNow for
Paramount.While Marlon Brandoplayedthe partof Kurtz in the motion picture,it wasBoris Karloff
who starred as the mad Kurtz in the prestigious Playhouse 90 production in 1958.

Karloff waswell known as a genuinelykind and gentlesoul off the screen. He was alsoa deeply
generousnan,whosehumility and shynesgreventedany public recognitionfor his numerousactsof
charity. Thatall changedon the night of November13", 1958, when host Ralph Edwardsand an
audienceof millions witnessedthe life and times of this very private gentlemanunveiled on live
televisionasa shockeduncomfortableBoris Karloff becamethe latestsubjectof the populartelevision
series,This Is Your Life. Karloff continuedto acton the small screenand,on Septembed 3", 1960, he
presidedover the premiereand continuingrun of a milestonein televisionhistory. This wasthe night
thatsawthebeginningof anewNBC seriesentitled Thriller. Karloff hostedall of the episodesn its two
year run, and acted in many of its teleplays.

In nearly sixty yearsof commercialtelevisionhistory, no other programso effectively realizedthe
enormougotentialof cinematichorror. Thatthis blackandwhite hour of weeklytelevisionso perfectly
capturedthe unimaginederror andliteracy of someof the greateswvorksin modernhorror literatureis
an enduringtestamento the powerandlegacyof Boris KarloffOsThriller. The late RobertBloch, who
contributedmanyof the programOmostdisturbingchapter{The Hungry Glass, The CheatersThe Grim
Reaper)reminiscechappily abouthis excitemen&andpridein havingbeenso closelyassociatedavith the
legendaryseriesshortly before his passing. Sadly, the world of weekly televisionhasseennothing



approachinghe quality and integrity of this nightmarishserieseither beforeor sinceits remarkable,
gothic inception.

In 1962, Karloff hosteda weekly seriesof one-hoursciencefiction stories,Out of This World,
producedby BBC Televisionin England. Then, on October26", CBS Televisionaired its special
Halloweenepisodeof the belovedseries,Route66. LizardO4.eg and OwletO&ing concernedseries
starsMartin Milner and GeorgeMaharisencounteringa small Oconvention@f horror actors,attempting
to resurrecthe ailing genre,by inspiring fear amongsta coterieof young,femaleexecutivesAs guest
starsBoris Karloff, Lon ChaneyJr. andPeterLorre (joined by Martita Hunt from HammerOBrides of
Dracula) stalkedthe unsuspectingorridorsof a local motel in full costumeand theatricalpersona,
womenfaintedinnocentlyawayasthe boysandtheir devotedfollowing of millions of smiling viewers
lookedonin blissful remembranceChaneydonnedhis wolfmanmaskandclothing, while Boris Karloff,
the elderstatesmarf fantasyandhorror,becamehe FrankensteifDmonsterfor onelastmomentlostin
time.

In 1965 Karloff frightenedtimid librarian, Carol Burnett, in a painfully funny sketchfor The
Entertainerson CBS. In 1966he hadenormoudun playing a villain in dragfor anepisodeof the NBC
series,The Girl From U.N.C.L.E. in The Mother Muffin Affair. On December18", 1966, Karloff
createdyet anothedandmarkin his long, distinguishectareerEthatof the voice of the crotchetyGrinch
in ChuckJones®ow The Grinch Stole Christmasfor CBS. The Dr. Seusstlassicremainsa perennial
holiday event,andwon Karloff a Grammyfor his spokennarrationon the recordedalbum. In February
1967, Karloff gueststarredon the popularNBC televisionseries,| Spy, starringRobertCulp andBill
Cosbhy. He playedthe sweetlybefuddledDon ErnestoSilvando,pursuingthe magically eternalquestof
Don Quixote.

On screen,a new generationof childrenwas discoveringthe legendof Boris Karloff. In 1963 he
appearedvith friends,Vincent Price, PeterLorre anda youthful actornamedJackNicholsonin Roger
CormanQOdelectabléhorrorsatire, The Raven. Karloff, the traditionalist,knew his linesandnevervaried
from them. While he countedon othersstickingto the script,andfeedinghim his cues,PriceandLorre
were more adeptat improvisingandad libbing. After one particularlylengthyrant by Lorre, Karloff
rested
his chin upon his fist and asked, forlornly, OAre you quite through, Peter?0

In 1963, this time underthedirectionof masterdirector,Jacqued ourneur Karloff workedonceagain
for AmericanInternationalin a brilliant effort titted Comedyof Terrors. Reunitedonce more with
VincentPrice,PeterLorre, andBasil Rathbonethis comedicgemgeneratedjenerousox office, aswell
aslaughter. KarloffOsext projectfor Americaninternationalreleasevasthe Mario Bavaclassic,Black
Sabbatha truly frighteningterror trilogy in which the wonderful actor playeda vampirewith bone
chilling intensity. The Wurdelak,in 1964, would becomehis final, pure horror performance. While
Karloff continuedworking, by this time physicallyimpairedand infirmed, often performingfrom a
wheelchairor with a cane his lastinvolvementof consequenceamein 1968with the Paramountelease
of a critically acclaimedOsleeperfit called Targets. Directedby fledgling artist, PeterBogdanovich,
andco-starringthedirectorin aleadingrole, Targetswasa profoundlydisturbingstudyof a youngsniper
holding a small Midwesterncommunity,deepin the bible belt, terrifyingly at bay. The celebrated
subplotconcernedhe philosophicaldilemmaof creatingfanciful horrorson the screenwhile graphic,
troubling reality was eclipsing the superficiality so tiredly repeated by Hollywood.

Karloff co-starredessentiallyashimself,anagedhorrorstarnamedByron Orlok, who wantssimply to
retire from the imaginedhorrorsof a fadedgenre,only to comeshockinglyto grips with the depravity
andgenuineterror found on AmericaOstreets. BogdanovichOfirst film asa directorwon praisefrom
critics andaudienceshroughoutthe world community,andwon its elder starthe best,mostrespectful
noticesof his later career. While he wenton to makeseveralmore mediocrefilms beforehis passing,
Karloff regarded Targets as his final film.



Somewheraroundl1967,this starstruckyoungmanwroteto Mr. Karloff at hisresidencen London,
sendingan accompanyingpackageof portraits, pleadingwith the immortal starto signthem. Some
monthslater, a packagearrivedat my home,without an accompanyingiote. My praiseandadulation
hadbeenabsorbedyet not addressed Nonethelessthe handof this greatandgentlesoul haddutifully
signedeachadoringphotographHis healthhadbeenrapidly decliningandby the early partof 1969he
haddevelopedgneumonia.As theworld prayedfor hisrecovery Boris Karloff passedrom this Earthon
FebruaryZ”d, 1969. A memorialservicewas held in his honor at St. PaulO€oventGarden,known
simply asthe ActorsGChurch. A commemorativeplaquewas placedinside the church,containinga
quotation from Andrew MarvellOs Horatian ode OUpon CromwellOs Return From Ireland.O It readsE

He Nothing Common Did or Mean
Upon That Memorable Scene

We shall not see his like again.

........... STEVE VERTLIEB



