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There was indeed a film playing at the Electric, and the know of many were there to watch 
it.

The film itself was A Murder of Crows, and starred the glitterati of fright pictures: Karloff, 
Lugosi, Lon Chaney, Sr, and the unmistakable Peter Lorre.

I knew Lorre from Bogart movies. They’d made a few together, including  Casablanca 
and The Maltese Falcon, two of the most celebrated films in Bogart’s canon. Here, however, 
Lorre  crept  around  moonwashed  graveyards,  scattershot  with  crooked  tombstones,  and 
trudged down cobwebbed catacombs, lighted by lanterns. This was Gothic horror land. His 
shifty, sinister drawl and bug-eyed stare made him pitch perfect for such murderous and 
macabre plots, and he certainly played it up to the hilt in this one.

The audience for this carnival of horrors were ghosts. Far more than before. Three of the 
rows near the front of the screen were pretty much filled entirely. Sparks of colour ignited 
the dark from each and every one of them; their collective bulk creating a kind of hazy 
moiré.

A few rows back, sat alone in his usual seat, was the Technicolor tramp. He glanced round 
and gave me a nod. I couldn’t bring myself to return the greeting though. I thought about 
Albert Lévesque’s phantasmagoria show.

On the screen, Peter Lorre was showing Boris Karloff a collection of jars and bottles, 
which cluttered up a few dusty old shelves in a lantern-lit cellar.

“They’re known by many names,” said Lorre.  “Fire-drakes,  freits,  powries,  gringes… 
many, many names.” 

“And  more  still  besides,  Mr  Mavelock,”  said  Karloff,  his  distinctive  lisp  instantly 
recognisable. “Scrags, shellycoats, fetches, spoorns, old-shocks, swathes, scar-bugs, nickies, 
chittifaces, and clabbernappers… I could go on.” 

“You know your spooks, Mr D’Lack.” 
“I’ve made them my life’s work, Mr Mavelock.”
Karloff leaned in and inspected one of the bottles. Inside was a vaporous substance that, 

immediately on inspection, shifted and formed into that of a figure, or at least the vague 
shape of one. Then it solidified, becoming the tiny manifestation of a woman.

The film cut to a close-up of her trapped inside the bottle. She had long black hair and 
pallid, almost incandescent skin. Her eyes were dark and intense. I was struck by her right 
away.

“That’s  Gracile,”  said  Lorre’s  character,  Mr  Mavelock.  “She  was  one  of  the  first  I  
captured.  She was  murdered by the  hands  of  a  jealous  lover  more than a  century  ago. 
Beautiful, isn’t she?”

“Quite,” said Karloff.



Voices coming through from another world.
It really wasn’t very difficult to believe. Not anymore.
A Murder of Crows had that same weird texture the Bogart film had. Just as Bogie had felt 

in  When the Night Came Fallin’, so too did Karloff and Lorre. It looked like them, but it 
didn’t feel like them. There was a quality that was entirely alien to me. An Electric quality. 
Yet, what surprised me was that it didn’t seem to affect me badly anymore. My mind had 
adjusted somehow, like it had with the movie posters. There was no nausea, no fear even. I  
just seemed to accept it.

I looked over at Emma. Flickering light cast across her face; her eyes glistened. We were 
standing just inside the theatre, by the doors. We hadn’t moved since entering. I took her 
hand and caught her attention.

“You wanna sit down?” I asked.
“Do you?”
“Yes,” I said. “I’d like to see this film.”

The film was a phantasmagoria show. It had a hallucinogenic quality. Much of the plot made 
little to no sense, but it didn’t seem to matter. The imagery was so spellbinding that I hardly 
noticed the film’s lack of narrative. It was a kaleidoscope of the strange and uncanny. By far, 
the most surreal movie I’d ever experienced. (Up to that point, anyhow. There were stranger 
still to come.) 

What I could make out of the film’s plot centred around Lorre’s character, Mr Mavelock. He 
was a collector of ghosts. For reasons I wasn’t too clear on, he had the ability to capture and 
bottle the spirits of the dead, and then sell his prizes to the wealthy and dangerous.

Enter Karloff’s wonderfully creepy Mr D’Lack. A man out for revenge.
Emma and I had walked in on the scene in which Karloff was attempting to buy the most 

malevolent ghost he could. He planned to release this  phantom,  as he called it,  into the 
house of his enemy, a certain Crichton Snarks, played by Bela Lugosi. (Karloff and Lugosi 
seemed to be pitted against one another in every movie they made together.) 

As the scene unfolded, however, Karloff got distracted in the pursuit of his revenge by the 
beautiful and vampiric bottled ghost of Gracile, and on impulse, haggled out a price for her  
with Lorre. Gracile was played by Theda Bara, who, I later discovered, was a silent movie 
star.  In  fact,  she  was  one  of  the  biggest  stars  of  the  era,  alongside  Chaplin  and  Mary 
Pickford. She was also cited as being the first sex symbol of the medium. She was sensual,  
and mysterious, and wore extremely risqué costumes (in those early days of cinema, before 
the production code, films often pushed boundaries). In  A Murder of Crows, she certainly 
lived up to her legend. She was a femme fatale, alluring and dangerous, and I was smitten 
with her right away.

I became very conscious of staring at Bara whenever she was on screen. I felt sure Emma 
knew what I was thinking, and I found myself getting a little embarrassed.

On the screen, Karloff too was smitten, and cradled the bottled Theda Bara against his 
chest like a talisman.

“You should watch yourself with that one, Mr D’Lack” said Peter Lorre. “Gracile’s not 
what she seems.” 

Karloff turned, caught in shadows.
“I haven’t finished,” he said, ignoring Lorre’s warning. “Show me the most harrowed 

spirit you have.”
Peter Lorre’s bug-eyes widened, making him look like a kind of living gargoyle. “I could 

show you The Wretch, but I’m warning you Mr D’Lack, you unleash that thing on someone, 



be prepared for hell on earth.” 
Karloff stepped towards him, his frame towering over Lorre. He said, “Show me.”
Lorre led him to a particular jar on the bottom shelf. Unlike the other jars and bottles, it 

wasn’t on display; it was set back, wrapped in shadows.
Lorre bent down and grabbed it. Karloff’s eyes were captured in a brief close-up.
Lorre placed the jar on a higher shelf and stepped back, allowing Karloff to inspect the 

supposed Wretch trapped inside.
Again, a manifestation swirled and formed into being. This time it was a man, hideous 

and disfigured; his shape crooked and bent into a strange and unnatural posture. This was 
indeed a Wretch; a pitiful, tormented creature, twisted by deformity and, I imagined, much 
more besides.

The actor playing this phantom, as Karloff had referred to it, was Lon Chaney: the man of 
a thousand faces, as he was known in life.

Chaney had been a master of pantomime, specialising in the grotesque and deformed. He 
created and applied his own make-up, and transformed himself with each new film into a 
hideous array of villains and monsters; a legacy that was a rogues’ galley of the strange and 
the disturbing.

At fifteen I hadn’t seen any of his films, but I’d seen plenty of pictures of his various 
creations in the few books I had on old horror films – stills from The Phantom of the Opera  
and The Hunchback of Notre Dame often being the most frequently pictorialised. I had seen 
his son, Lon Chaney, Jr, seemingly countless times in The Wolfman and its many sequels – 
and in school when we’d watched Of Mice and Men, where Chaney, Jr had played Lennie – 
but I’d never seen his father on film until that moment. Quite fitting, I thought, that I should 
first witness this macabre master onscreen by seeing the know of him.

The scene ended on a two shot of Karloff’s face staring at the grotesquery in the jar. He 
smiled, and The Wretch smiled back at him.

Emma and I sat and watched the entire film. She never once let go of my hand.
Karloff unleashed The Wretch  upon Lugosi, and Chaney, free from his glass prison and 

returned to life-sized form, led a merry dance around him. There was something of the 
trickster in Chaney’s performance. He didn’t speak, but laughed and jeered his way through 
the film like a kind of hideous jester; a pantomime horror whose presence was felt even 
when he wasn’t on screen. Chaney pinned me back to the chair. He was astounding.

Karloff  also released  Theda Bara  from her  bottle.  This  time for  himself.  But  true  to 
Lorre’s word, she was not what she seemed. She was a succubus, a temptress and deceiver.  
She could have been Lilith, or Grendel’s mother, or a witch woman from the Conan stories I 
used to read. Bara’s character Gracile was a sorceress, and ultimately, she was Karloff’s 
ruin.

In one phantasmagorical sequence, Bara levitated over a bedridden Karloff. He lay in a 
delirium of madness and fever. Through some kind of psychic jiggery-pokery, Bara fed a 
cascade of images into Karloff’s already overwrought mind. It was at this part of the picture 
that  the  narrative  began  to  break  down.  From  then  on,  the  film  became  a  kind  of 
hallucinogenic ride.

The pictures seemed to drill into me, filling my mind with their strange,  otherworldly  
substance. Much of it was difficult to make out, yet even the more obscure imagery still 
resonated. It all had that Electric quality.

There  were  great  rivers  filled with black boats,  skies  full  of  moons,  night  roads  that 
stretched out under vast scintillations of stars, and great mountains from which towers jutted 



high into clouds; images that made little sense other than their sheer poetry and beauty.
There was also the desert, and the black train.
I found, to my surprise, that I was crying, and I tried to wipe the tears away as discreetly  

as I could. I don’t think Emma noticed.
That sequence affected me so much that the remainder of the film went by in a blur. 

Karloff, sent insane by Bara’s malevolent spirit, finally confronted Bela Lugosi with murder 
in mind. Lugosi, driven to despair by his own resident demon, rose to the battle, and both 
men killed each other in a somewhat anti-climactic final reel.

The film did have an epilogue, however, that returned to Peter Lorre and his collection of 
ghosts. He placed two jars on a shelf side by side. The camera tracked into them and the 
vapour swirled and formed into that of Karloff and Lugosi, both men imprisoned in death 
and tormented by their proximity to one another.

Perhaps a somewhat obvious ending, but still, it was satisfying.
I read each and every credit at the end of the film. It had been directed by Tod Browning.  

Browning had made many films with Lon Chaney during the silent era, but was perhaps 
better  known for  having directed  Dracula  with Bela  Lugosi  in  1931,  and the  infamous 
movie Freaks the following year.

The credit that astonished me more than any other however was the one that immediately 
followed Browning’s. It read: written by Edgar Allan Poe.

The screen went black, and the audience rose in unison.
Emma and I remained in our seats as they began to file out of the theatre. I attempted to 

avoid eye contact, but found it impossible. Each and every one of them looked at us as they 
passed, perhaps as curious and perplexed as we were.

I saw the large lady from before, the one with the lopsided hat and long silvery hair. For 
some reason, her hair made me think of a bright moon reflected in a river. It was translucent, 
and seemed to move about her chubby face as if  picked up by a breeze. There was no  
breeze, however; there was only stillness and silence now inside the Electric. There was no 
sound of shuffling feet, no mutterings or discussion of any kind, even though I did notice 
many of them talking to one another. We just couldn’t hear it, though.

The  large  old  lady gave  us  both  a  smile.  I  don’t  know if  Emma smiled  back,  but  I 
certainly didn’t.

The faces that passed us all had that heightened vibrancy. Colours seemed to spark and 
bleed into a tapestry of light. Some were difficult to see clearly, their features so washed out 
by brilliance.

My old friend the Technicolor tramp was the last to leave. He gave me another nod, and 
this time, I managed to nod back. He smiled, then left, and Emma and I were suddenly all  
alone.

Then there came a sudden rush within me. I turned to Emma and said, “I need to draw 
that film.”

She looked at me and said, “I know.” 
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