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Lon Chaney a thousand faces

As movie stars go, there is no modern equivalent to Lon Chaney. Physical contortion and
misunderstood madness were his stock in trade. So famous was he for being unrecognis-
able that people joked, ‘Don’t step on that spider! It might be Lon Chaney’ and the Holly-
wood Revue of 1929 featured the number, ‘Lon Chaney’s gonna get you if you don’t
watch out!”. Chaney’s films exaggerated the everyday horrors of poverty, illness and
crime but were fantastic enough to be entertaining. Chaney grew up with hardship. His
parents were both deaf and his family poor. This documentary covers his life from child-
hood to grave and includes interviews with his son and great grandson. Film clips are
taken from the finest surviving materials and include the ‘lost’ titles, The Fascination of
the Fleur de Lys, Riddle Gawn and Thunder. Hollywood make-up artist and Chaney biog-
rapher Michael Blake, provides expert insight into the essential factor of Chaney’s miracu-
lous transformations: his make-up.

It takes a light touch to turn gruesome subjects into entertainment. Chaney learnt his trade
as a traveling vaudevillian, taking with him to film 16 years experience of lighting, props,
make-up, stage craft, comic-timing and mime. Chaney’s unique ability both on stage and
screen was to capture the essence of a character in a few gestures. The documentary ex-
plains that he developed this talent as a child when he would act out the day’s events to
his deaf parents.

When he started in film Chaney played a kaleidoscopic array of characters. His first lead
was as Frog, a bogus cripple, employed to feign a cure in The Miracle Man (1919). His
transformation scene is electrifying even to a modern day audience. Wallace Worsley’s
The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923) made Chaney an international star. Outshining the
spectacular production, his Quasimodo draws us into the agony of this lonely, misunder-
stood creature. His next super-production was The Phantom of the Opera (1925) in which
Eric, the Phantom, is evil and controlling. Chaney cuts a suave, elegant figure in dress suit
and cape, darting with dancer-like grace through subterranean labyrinths. But, like the por-
trait of Dorian Grey, his face hideously manifests his misdeeds. Michael Blake explains
the intricacies of Chaney’s make-up, self-administered yet painful in the extreme.
Chaney’s artistry is such that, even through the Phantom’s mask, he makes us feel that this
is a monster with a conscience. Contracted by MGM, the Rolls Royce of production stu-
dios, he makes a series of films with master of the macabre, director Tod Browning. Their
films pushed to the limit stories of physically broken and vengeful characters. The most
extreme is The Unknown, in which Chaney plays a knife thrower who has his arms cut off
to attract the woman he loves — a young Joan Crawford. It is a relief to see Chaney in a
‘straight’, make-up-less role in Tell it to the Marines. His portrayal of a hard-boiled cap-
tain was so recognisable and appealing that in recognition he was made an honorary mem-
ber of the US Marine Corps.

As with all silent movie stars, the coming of sound pictures was a milestone in Chaney’s
career. Like Garbo and Chaplin, Chaney refused to ‘talk’. A canny businessman, he did
not care to be a pioneer and held out until he knew that the new medium was popular. In
1930 he embarked on a remake of The Unholy Three, in which he spoke in five different
voices, all of them his own. ‘The man of a thousand faces” was billed as ‘The man of the
thousand golden voices’ — it presaged well for his future. But Chaney’s days were num-
bered. His suffering during the making of the film was obvious to his co-stars, but he sol-
diered on through the final stages of lung cancer, completing the film only seven weeks
before his death at age 47.

Photoplay Productions © 2003



