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(The Black Cat [1941] with Gale Sondergaard, 

Broderick Crawford and Anne Gwynne)

The Black Cat from 1941 is not to be confused with The Black Cat from 1934 with Boris Karloff and Bela Lugosi from the same studio, Universal.


But it’s still worth watching, even if it is a little schizophrenic since you can take it either as a straight “Old Dark House” mystery, as a parody of the genre, or just plain funny.
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(Broderick Crawford and Hugh Herbert)

How can you not when Broderick Crawford (Hubert “Gil” Smith) and Hugh Herbert (Mr. Penny) have lines like

Mr. Penny (commenting on a plaque on the fence):

“That House is blessed

Which to our feline friends give rest.”

Gill Smith:  We used to say that

‘In her hats are many bats

For spending all her dough on cats.”


They don’t get much better going to the house and Smith (Crawford) says, “That’s the crematory for the cats. . . .  Everything here’s for the cats.  That’s why it’s going to the dogs!”


You have to admit that a crematory (which was also used in The Mummy’s Tomb 1942) on the property does seem a little . . . unusual but consider who else was in this movie.
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(Basil Rathbone and Gladys Cooper)

The  cast has Basil Rathbone (as Hartley) and Gladys Cooper (his wife, Myrna) and Cecilia Loftus (as Henrietta Winslow), whom Smith is trying to get to sell her home to him.


It would have to be  a parody to have such actors as Rathbone and Cooper teamed with Herbert, who was best know for his frequent “Woo – Woo”s!


It also has the schizophrenic feel as the family has gathered in the classic formula, thinking that Grandma Winslow’s time has come . . . so they think.


Winslow (Cecilia Loftus) pops up, every much alive as Smith arrives to hold up his side of a bargain with Rathbone to sell the house.

Loftus does get done in—no old, dark house is complete without at least one stiff and I don’t mean the actors—in her own crematory by a killer who shows up from behind a wall.
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(Gale Sondergaard:  left to right, in The Letter [1940], 

as herself, and in a photography test as a glamorous 

Wicked Witch of the West for The Wizard of Oz [1939])

Too bad they didn’t use “There’ll Be a Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight” as background, especially when the housekeeper, Abigail Doone (Gale Sondergaard, gets hysterical so beautifully.


Things start happening now.


Mr. Penny (Herbert) is tearing up anything he can to make them more “valuable” as antiques as the rest of the family learns that they won’t inherit any of the estate as long as Doone is willing to be custodian of all the cats.


Smith tries to talk Doone into selling the house and begins to realize that the family isn’t exactly in mourning.


They want to prove that Henrietta Winslow was crazy when she made the will.


Smith is trying to prove that there is a murderer in their midst but can’t make anybody believe him.
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(Bela Lugosi, Alan Ladd and Claire Dodd)

Which is easier said than done with Bela Lugosi (as handyman Eduardo) and Alan Ladd (Richard Hartley) lurking around and Hartley playing footsy with Claire Dodd (as Margaret Gordon) behind the back of his wife who knows that Rathbone is doing SOMETHING behind her back.
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(Ann Gwynne)

And Anne Gwynne (Elaine Winslow) turns out to be the heroine and a great foil for Broderick Crawford as “Gil” Smith.


Wouldn’t you know that a rainstorm hits the place, flooding the roads so that they are isolated without any hope of getting help?!


This is where the audience can start a betting pool:  With one body down, who gets it next and when?!


Or is this just the start of a highly successful soap opera?!


We do get a hit of who the murderer is when a hooded-figure snicks in Elaine Winslow’s room and leaves dirt and the bag it came in on her pillow.


Elaine wakes up and finds the dirt and bag.  Surprise!


Too bad she didn’t work for the contemporary version of the National Enquirer.  She sounded like she could have made some money out of it!

Hartley finds the dirt bag and gives Broderick Crawford the best line of the whole movie:
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“He things he’s Sherlock Holmes.”


Makes you wonder what he would have said if the dirt bag Rathbone found HAD been the murderer?!


Crawford, as Smith, keeps tearing around the place, goofing up, giving Alan Ladd (Richard Hartley) good reason to comment

“Two more brains and he’d be a half-wit”


There are two reasons to watch this movie, besides being an excellent mystery and funny to boot.


Broderick Crawford plays a faint-of-heart hero along the lines of Bob Hope in The Ghost Breakers (1940) and makes it believable.

Ann Gwynne gets the plum of the movie since she’s the one who finally figures out who the bad guy is before any of the men around her do.


Of course, she then nearly gets done in herself.


They also give the audience a blooper to try to catch at the ending . . . .


Broderick Crawford is out in the crematory and a slab overhead loosens [watch for the hands pushing it out] and almost brains him.


Well, I guess somebody wanted his other two brains!

