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MAD SCIENTISTS AND DOCTORS
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[Battie Belle is Maven’s cousin who took over 

Maven’s Magazine in September, 2007]
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 (A Lionel Atwill Collage: 
TOP LEFT:  DOCTOR X [1932] Lobby Card with Lee Tracy, Atill and Fay Wray; 
TOP COLUMN:  Atwill, Atwill, and Atwill with Wray and George Rosener in Doctor X; TOP RIGHT, Wray and Atwill; 
LOWER LEFT:  Yes, that’s Lionel Atwill in Mystery of the Wax Museum [1933]; 
LOWER LEFT:  Atwill with the top of Wray’s head!


These darlings are what turned Battie Belle into an RNB – a Registered Nursing Bat!


And nobody played them better than Lionel Atwill . . . unless it was George Zucco, but more about him in a bit!


Doctor X is a 1932 film where his character, Dr. John Xavier, is only one among a staff of doctors who are suspects in a series of “moon murders.”


Dr. X turns it into an old dark house mystery when he persuades the police to let him try to solve the murders by taking all the suspected nut cases to his long Island home. . . .  He wants to subject them to “brain tests” in his laboratory that’s part of his rambling estate out on a cliff over-looking a storm-tossed ocean.


If you haven’t been spooked by the movie yet, the house and the slime-ball butler will definitely give you the old-fashioned heebie-jeebies! 
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Heebie Jeebies!

Part of the lab experiments are several statues of the former victims of the “moon murderer” that look like they could have been part of The Mystery of the Wax Museum (1933).  They’re arranged along the back of what looks like a stage.  

Why a stage—so much unused flooring—in a working lab?!

You have to be nuts to do it, of course!  We are dealing with mad scientists here, aren’t we?!
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(Fay Wray doesn’t like the killer’s 
drop-dead manicure!)


The plot requires that our stalwart heroine, Fay Wray as Xavier’s daughter and no stranger to danger, end up as bait for the villain . . . in a nightgown on a bed in the middle of the stage.  

One of the other characters questions Dr. Xavier letting his daughter be seen in something so scanty.  Heck, people wear less than that on the street these days!

Doctor X shouldn’t be confused with Return of Dr. X with Humphrey Bogart in arguably the most unique role of Bogart’s career as a nutcase medical assistant to die for . . . and out . . . for blood!
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(Humphrey Bogart in Return of Dr. X  [1939])

Mystery of the Wax Museum (1933) doesn’t have Atwill as a mad scientist but his mad sculptor comes deliciously close in a role devoted to creating—or recreating!—the human form, especially his scenes when he’s trying to run amuck with Fay Wray!  He could even scare the Internal Revenue Service in that role!

The early Technicolor almost makes Mystery . . . look like a scary fairy tale!

One Lionel Atwill movie that most people miss is The Vampire Bat (1933), one more of the series of horror movies he made with Fay Wray.

This is one that everybody should see at least once since it also had Melvyn Douglas as the hero trying to solve a series of deaths under questionable:  all the victims have tiny puncture marks on their throats and he refuses to believe in vampires regardless of what the locals say!
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(Lionel Atwill as Dr. Otto von Niemann in The Vampire Bat [1933])

The supporting staff is first rate with Maude Eburne as a neurotic always in search of either a new illness or its cure, Dwight Frye as the town simpleton, and George E. Stone and Lionel Belmore as superstitious villagers running around in a town that looks depressed enough to have spawned a flock of vampires!


The Vampire Bat is at least a mustsee, if not an addition to any horror collection with the other collaborations that Lionel Atwill and Fay Wray did together.


To Atwill’s credit, he played a marvelous suspect as Dr. James Mortimer in Basil Rathbone’s version of The Hound of the Baskervilles (1939) as opposed to his Professor Hildebrand I the same year’s Mr. Moto’s Vacation where he says he’s “just a big silly”!


Sheesh!


Now, as for George Zucco . . . .


One delicious mad doctor that Zucco played that doesn’t get enough credit is the supposedly deaf Dr. Cardigan in Charlie Chan in Honolulu (1938).


Yes, even Charlie Chan periodically came across mad doctors.

He’s traveling through Honolulu (duh!) to San Francisco with a brain.
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 (George Zucco)


Perhaps Battie Belle should explain that Dr. Cardigan carries a brain that looks like it’s being pickled in a fish tank.

So what else would you do with a fish tank?!


Maybe there are days when he washes his own and can’t do a thing with it!


And he makes it plain that he’d like to get his hands on Charlie Chan’s brain!  Or maybe he’d settle for Jimmy’s?!

And what is this business of the writers giving him the name of “Cardigan”!
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(George Zucco as Dr. Cardigan and 

Victor Sen Yung as Jimmy Chan)


One wacked out doctor Zucco played was Dr. Alfred Kammer, the sleazy “society psychiatrist” in After the Thin Man (1936).


You know the kind . . . whoever pays gets his expert opinion!


It was similar to his Dr. Jaris in 1939’s Topper Returns, a delicious old dark house mystery complete with Joan Blondell as the ghost.
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My family had a hard time with the black and white version of Topper Returns on television.


Battie Belle hopes that the powers that be have restored it because you’ll have to try to find the colorized version that makes watching it so much easier!


The original black and white version of Topper Returns is so difficult to watch, you may not be able to watch it for very long.


This is one movie where colorizing was a good thing, making it much clearer to watch.


Check out both if you can get them and see what you think!


Then there is . . . The Mad Ghoul (1943)!


You’ll wonder what were they smoking in the script department?!
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(George Zucco and David Bruce)


George Zucco’s Dr. Alfred Morris has two aims in life.


He wants to learn about the effect of an ancient Mayan gas has on the human nervous system as he’s trying to convince Evelyn Ankers (Isabel Lewis) that he’d be better for her than her boyfriend, Ted Allison (David Bruce).


So what happens next in this tale of mad doctoring?!


Yep.


Ted “develops” gas.


Okay, bad joke but what do you expect when you’re running around in all this messy muck and mire?!


So people start dying and the only thing common to all the cases is that “human heart substance” is missing.


“Human heart substance”?


What in the heck is “human heart substance”?


Does the American Medical Association know about these guys?!


Well, George Zucco knows but he ain’t telling since he gets his just reward in the end, which is only his just do considering his bad habit of passing gas around . . . !


Before we leave our “M.D.s” (for Mad Doctors!) . . . Battie Belle would like to post some pretty incredible pictures from an early science fiction nutcase—Rotwing—in Metropolis (1927) which may bring new meaning to metal fatigue.
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(Metropolis, 1927, Germany, Maria’s Doppelganger)

Fritz Lang was a leading German director when he made Metropolis (1927) and was married to Thea von Harbau, the author of the novel from which the movie was taken.

She had been married to Rudolph Kleine-Rogger from 1914 to 1921 and a leading actor who would go on to play Rotwang in Metropolis.


Stay with Battie Belle.


This just sounds like a soap opera!
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(Fritz Lang)


Four years later he would make M with Peter Lorre before divorcing von Habau and heading for Hollywood because of differing politics.


“Differing politics”?


Considering Germany in the thirties, he and Lorre were lucky to get out when they did.


The story in Metropolis has certainly been retold in various forms in many languages:  Rich vs. Poor, Workers vs. Management, etc.


But it was never told in the imagery that Lang and company at UFA brought to it.


Basically, Johann “Jon” Frederson (Alfred Abel), the Lord of Metropolis, hires Rotwang (Rudolf Kleine-Rogge) to eradicate the workers’s leader, Maria.
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(Left to right, Alfred Abel as Jon, Brigett Helm as 

Maria’s clone and Rudolf Kleine-Rogge as Rotwang)


He confronts Rotwang’s solution:  a mechanical Maria who will replace the real Maria after a transformation scene that could have been an inspiration for a slew of Hollywood movies later on.
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(This isn’t exactly how the transformation went!)
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(And that ain’t no Karloff either!)
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(This reminds Battie Belle of the migraines that her cousin Maven used to have!)


Are you starting to think . . . maybe . . . Frankenstein?!


This is what Fritz Lang was doing at UFA in Germany four years before Carl Laemmle let his son, Junior, talk him into letting James Whale (Frankenstein [1931] and Tod Browning (Dracula [1931]) loose to start making their efforts in the horror genre.

Makes you wonder how these guys could sleep at night.


Battie Belle would need massive sleeping pills with these kinds of dreams!
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(The mechanical Maria, also played by Brigette Helm, with 
her maker, Rotwang, played by Rudolph Kleine-Roge)

And just think . . . no bad hair days or break-outs!
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(Brigette Helm)


And, yes, Brigette Helm played both the real and fake Marias.


And, in case you’re not thinking Frankenstein . . . !
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(The Terminator, the Maria Clone and C2PO)


Battie Belle is beginning to think that an episode of Extreme Makeover is in order!

