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(D.W. Griffith and Mary Roberts Rinehart) 

D.W. Griffith has always been held up as the premier – and pioneering director – of Hollywood, bar none.

His movies are still talked about for their ingenuity and timelessness, regardless of their controversy.

But no one ever brings up the fact that D.W. Griffith bootlegged at least one story.

Yes, bootlegged!

Mary Robert Rinehart had based her 1920 play, The Bat, on her 1908 novel called The Circular Staircase, basically an old dark house mystery with a young couple being suspected of murder while the villain skulks around in the shadows.

So D.W. Griffith wrote his own idea based on The Bat and turned it into One Exciting Night in 1922 with Carol Dempster and a very young Henry Hull.
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(Carol Dempster as Agnes Harrington and Henry Hull as John Fairfax)


Maven may be biased as she’s been familiar with Rinehart’s stories since she was twelve-years-old – we won’t get into how many ears ago! – to recognize the plot.


Today’s audiences are lucky enough to be able to get all three versions of Rinehart’s stories on DVD:

[image: image5.jpg]


  [image: image6.jpg]


  [image: image7.jpg]



(Left to right: Jewel Carmen, Jack Pickford, Una Merkel and Chester Morris)


The silent version with Jack Pickford as Jack Bailey and Jewel Carmen as Dale Ogden was made in 1926, The Bat. It was perhaps closest to Mary Roberts Rinehart’s story.  It was followed by the first talking version, with Una Merkel as Dale Ogden and Chester Morris as the detective in The Bat Whispers (1930).


They were both followed by the 1959 version of The Bat with Agnes Moorehead as Cornelia van Gorder and Vincent Price as Dr. Malcolm Wells.  Such incredible actors who are supported pretty capable actors (like Gavin Gordon, Lenita Lane, John Sutton and Darla Lane) don’t chew up the scenery as you’ll find in the other versions.


All were more or less faithful to the book . . . or as faithful as Hollywood can normally make a movie, especially the roles of the butlers, maids and extra detectives that weren’t in the original story!
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(Agnes Moorehead as Cornelia Van Gorder and 

Vincent Price as Dr. Malcolm Wells)


But D. W. Griffith does make quite a few changes in his One Exciting Night that is enough to make it stand alone.


The original character of Dale Ogden, heroine and niece of Cornelia van Gorder, was accused of killing the man who rented the house to the family.  

Griffith replaced her with the character of Agnes Harrington (Carol Dempster).


(Maven must confess to the irreverent thought of thinking “dumpster” when she sees that last name!)


There is a prelude according to Griffith’s story where a baby and is raised by a woman for the money she gets for raising the girl.


Flash forward sixteen years.


Agnes Harrington becomes embroiled in a love triangle between a cute young millionaire (Henry Hull) and an obnoxious older millionaire (Morgan Wallace).  Shortly thereafter the young couples are suspected of murdering another man.


Another difference is the hidden loot in both stories.


The villain in The Bat runs around as a . . . bat.  Surprise!


He’s a serial burglar who kills anyone who comes across his path as he steals their fabulous jewelry and who has targeted the Van Gorder home for the money that the former owner has stashed there.


Once Exciting Night not only starts off the movie with bootleggers hiding their hooch in the house but then money is hidden there that several people know about and are trying to find.


Where The Bat only has one thief/murder lurking around . . . One Exciting Night has suspicious people running all over the place and looking in windows, crawling up behind people and in and out the front door.


Just who is the Scarecrow-looking guy an accomplice or somebody on his own?


And what was the black butler doing in the bedroom of the heroine and her mother?  SPOILER:  Nothing but checking out the mother’s necklace.  Nothing more and nothing less!

Not to mention the fact that our young couple solves the case in a storm that borders on a tornado in a scene that lasts about ten minutes.


Today we get love scenes – and Maven means love scenes! – that last longer than that!



Maven must admit that the movie is a good one, albeit too long for many people’s taste at two hours and twenty-five minutes.


It is suspenseful, fairly well-acted for the times and has plenty of suspects.


Is it perfect?


No.


For starters, there is the question of racism.


The African American actors are all regulated to servant class (including whites wearing the infamous “black face”) as well as supposedly frightened of all the scary goings on in the house, with the exception of Frank Wunderlee’s Samuel Jones.


He’s the one who goes into the bedroom of Agnes and her mother.


His butler is allowed to act dignified as any white person even though he is seen as somewhat shifty-eyed and going into ladies’ bedrooms.


This racist part of the movie is no surprise given D.W. Griffith’s history:  He was born in LeGrange, Kentucky, in 1875 and based his great Birth of a Nation (1915) on Thomas F. Dixon, Jr.’s novel, The Clansman:  An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan.  


Plus roles of most minorities were doled out for decades to whomever the studio wanted, with whites for instance playing blacks, Asians, American Indians and Polynesians . . . .  Everybody played everybody else to the point that Maven found out that even the great Japanese actor, Sessue Hayakawa, played Vasco Lopez in The Brand of Lopez and Ahmed in An Arabian Night (both in 1920).


That’s one thing that stuck around when silent movies died.


Too bad it wasn’t the other way around.
