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created the “standard format™ of the spook show: live magic act,
blackout, and the horror movie.

The blackout segment became the main attraction for spook
shows. The blackout generally lasted no more than three to seven
minutes. During the blackout, every single light in the theater
would be extinguished such as aisle lighting. Emergency exit
lighting was turnad off replaced by signs with luminous paint
to keep the fire marshal happy. From there, the audience would
see glowing apparitions flying over their heads. they could
feel cobwebs brush against their faces, and they could hear the
shrieks and moans of monsters as they apparently paraded up
and down the aisle, terrifying everyone in their seats. And then
suddenly. just as fast as it all began it was over. The lights all
came on instantly. and there was nothing to be seen. just a crowd
of screaming teenagers looking around in shock trying to fizure
out where a1l thes2 paranormal attacks were launched from This
experience was most often followed by the starting of a horror
movie on the screen.

From the 1930s through the 1960s, these shows were presented
across the country at single-screen neighborhood movie palaces,
often converted from vaudeville theaters. Most often the spook
shows were performed late at night after all of the day’s movies
were shown, presented by magicians the magic community at
large has nearly forgotten. However, it is important to note that
since they were quite popular, many mainstream performers like
Harry Blackstone Sr. would add in a special late-night spook show
at the end of the run in any particular city to try to capitalize on
the show format’s popularity and to make some extra cash.

What made these shows so profitable for the theater? It was an
excuse for teenagers to spend time with their friends late at night,
un-chaperoned. and often in a dark theater. (The local theater was
often the main social hangout for the kids of that gzeneration.) Every
week new movies were presented. and up until the mid 1950s it
wasn't uncommeon for movie stars to make live appearances to
bolster ticket sales of their films.

impreszario and performer Jack Baker (Dr. Silkini) who actually
invented the concept of the sharad (or pigzyback) ad to promote his
Asylum of Horrors spook show tour. Baker built seven different
touring units of his show — each playing a different theater every
night. Occasionally, Baker would bring his company into 2 large
city like Chicago, where there were literally dozens of theaters. He
wanted his production to play them all — but how could he afford
to properly promote the show at dozens of different locations 1n
& large metropolitan arez where ad space was expensive? Easy.
Baker bought one massive full-page ad. and at the bottom included
a listing of all the different theaters where the show could be seen.
The “piggyback™ ad, as he referred to it, was a massive success,
and soon theater chains and movie studios throughout the country
were using his technique to promote all of their shows.

So what was it that “killed™ the spook show and made it a
distant memory? There were multiple factors. First, live theat-
cal venues became rare. In an effort to keep up with the rising
popularity of television in the 1950s, theaters began installing
giant curved screens that required permanent mounting in the
theater, thus blocking the stage that hosted live entertainment.
And as urban flight took place and populations left the cities for
the suburbs, the grand old movie palaces were torn down and
replaced with smaller multi-screen movie theaters at shopping
malls.

Second, over time, spook shows became a victim of their
success. As more and more performers heard that a quick buck
could be made doing them. magicians by the hundreds tried two
jump on the bandwagon, copying the promotional posters of
the pioneers. They put on hideously lame amateur displays that
gave the genre a reputation for being dated. cheap, and amateur-
ish Amateurs would buy stacks of promotional posters from
printing houses like Globe Printing or the famous magic dealer
and publisher Robert Nelson in Columbus. Ohio. and then buy a
couple of generic film trailers produced by the legendary Filmac
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film trailer company out of Chicago. The next stop was a handful
of Halloween tricks from Abbott’s. Then they would try to book
themselves as a spook show. In the late *50s and “60s this practice
became so common that almost all of the spook shows were using
similar advertising material, with one of the things constantly
mentioned being “This 15 the first time this show has been at this
theater™

Third, as time marched on, audiences simply found other
forms of entertainment to occupy their time. As civic groups like
the Jaycees started to operate interactive walk-through haunted
houses, audiences didn’t have to sit in a large theater to be
scared. Movie studios used special effects to push the envelope
in obtaining startled reactions from their audiences. Many cities
enacted curfew rules in the late 1960s that prohibited the youth
from going out alone at night Philip Morris and Jack Baker were
basically the last two performers to tour with a spook show into
the 1970s. It was the end of an era. Jack Baker passed away In
the early 1980s, and Philip Morris parlayed his financial success
as a spook show performer and producer into the world’s largest
supplier of costumes and accessories. And the world virtaally
forgot what a spook show was.

KEITH STICKLEY RESURRECTS THE DEAD. .. SHOW

While attending the University of Nevada Las Vegas in the
early 2000s, Keith met Scott Alexander, then a headliner at the
now defunct Caesars Magical Empire. Scott and EKeith shared a
passion for all things spooky, and for a short time they co-pro-
duced a haunted house just off the Las Vegas strip. Keith says,
“A couple of years later, the International Association of Haunted
Attractions, 2 trade group for haunted house owners/operators,
were having their anoual meeting in Las Vegas. I met some of the
directors while involved in our haunted house. They were looking
for something special to do while in town, and I knew Scott had
produced several spook show type events while he was in college

Keith with Phil Moms

years before. I pitched them the idea of recreating a classic spook
show as part of their conference They bought it. The show was a
big hit” Spook show legend Phil Morris was in the audience that
night. After the show, Morris told them “For a couple of young
guys who never had a chance to really see a touring spook show,
you guys really came close to re-creating what it was really like™
It was like the Pope telling a new priest, “Nice sermon ™

Several years passed and Scott became a sought-after cruise
ship performer and producer, relocating his family to Pennsyl-
vania. Eeith graduated from UNLV and started performing full
time, working corporate events, fairs, and festivals, as well as
resorts around the world.

In the back of his mind, Stickley always wondered what it must
have been like to tour a real spook show in its heyday. More than
that, Keith sought to present the show in its historical context, a
“spook show revival ™ With the encouragement of his wife Wendy,
he decided to take the big leap and acmally put a spook show on
stage to better experience it, bringing the art form to a new gen-
eration of audiences.

After nearly two years of preparation that included extensive

Keith performing the Cremation Ilkusion
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Dr. Secream and bis “Gheulfriends™

inferviews with the few former spook show performers still with
us, and with a formal script helped aloag by writers and directors,
an almost completely custom mmsic score, and 3 marksting plan
that helped put the show on some very large historic siages,
Stuckley premiered Docror Scream’s Spook Show Revival to an
enthmsiastic new andience in October 2010,

“It was always a priority for me to try to make the show play
to 3 modern andience, yet retain the very classic elements foumd
in the original shows. From the advertising posters that I commis-
sioned and that were made from actual vintage stock spook showr
art as sold by Bobert Melson and others, to Filmac-style theatrical
railers we edited and distributed to the vemmes before the shomy,
to the acmal props and roufines nsed in writing the show, my aim
was to create a really enterfaiming throw-back fo the spook shoms
of yesteryear”

THE SHOW

The show begins with a projection screen playing some of the
very theatrical film trailers from the spook shows of fifty years
ago. What struck me about the “B” movie feel of the trailers is
how much they brought the andience into both the mood (scary
fun) and the time frame (Fifties and Sixties). In today’s high-
definition-color-vides world, we don't often see grainy, basic,
black-and-white footage. Frightened looks were on the faces of
the younger set in the sudience. It's not difficalt to see why these
types of movie ads drew in large aondiences. That might, afier
seging the ads (just as forty years ago), the madience was a little on
edge before the curtain even rose. And there's that eight-bundred-
pound zorilla of 3 question that must be in the minds of half the
audience: Are thay really going fo give away a real dead body?

The ourtain rises to 3 besutifully painted vintage horror
backdrop complste with skeleton moon and graveyard scene. 4
vertical shadow cabinet with a light hanging in the middle sits
centar stage. As a Creepy overmie starts playing, a stagehamd
lowrers the cloth sides of the shadow cabinst mere seconds later
we see the shadow of a young girl apparently locking for someons
or something. Suddenly a much largsr shadow appears behind her
holding 3 tuicher knife, which iz plonged into the shadow of the
zirl. A lond shriek is heand and the shadows of the zirl and the man
fade away. As the mmsic increases in volume it looks almost as if
the shadow of a3 monster gromrs very large. At the peak crescendo
of the mmsic, the front of the cabinet is whipped away, revealing

Snckley as “Dir. Scream ™ The audience eats it up.

D, Scream introdwces himself in 3 gravelly voice, which holds
pretty tmue to character throughouot the show, save a few times
when if breaks slizhtly as Stickley tries o catch his breath in some
of the more physical mambers. He is very much playing a character
— not simply being & generic magicizn doing some spooky fricks.

Making reference to what the mdience is in for tonight and
hiz “ghoulfriends™ {as he affectionately refers to his dancers), Dr.
Scream launches info & fire-eating routine that gets solid andience
response and draws them in

Dr. Scream and his ghoulfriends perform a2 Denmoy
Haney-esque sword basket routine Hapey was one of Eeith's
teachers and was a sttong inflnsnce on Stckley while Sticklsy
helped run Deony’s Las Vegas magic shop while in college.
Denny’s influence is apparent, and Stickley is better for it. It's
great to ses 3 comparatively young guy learn from those like
Haney who came beafore him | taking their advice and teaching,
and presenting classic material well

From thers, Dr. Scream performs the seemingly oblizatory
irick in every Halloween show — the French goillotine head-
chopper. While the lines and gaps predate dirt, it is anmsing fo
a fellow magician just how much mileage can be obtained out of
this scenarip. Dir. Scream pualled out all the standard campy gags,
including the newspaper beadline and the hasket with “yester-
day’s head™ still in it. If this was done out of character at a magic
coovention today, we'd probably throw fioit — or at least be ahble
to finish all the lines amd gags for him But in the context of this
show it worked. Stickley plays the part, the andience laughs at the
right times, and it's hard to argee with that

Wext was something that mawy people in the lobby were joking
about before the show, the giving away of a “Feal Dead Body™
Devized in the 1960s by spook show performer Phil Mormis as a
marketing pimmick to get kids in the theater, I was really inter-
ected to see how this would play. Originally, Dr. Evil (Phil Morris)
would host a dance contest — most often the Twarist — onstage with
mmliiple female participants. Dr. Scream gets four ladies from the
audience and has a funny balloon-popping race. The losers get
various knick-knack consolation prizes, but it is announced that
the winner wins a real dead body. As the funeral march momsic
starts, Dir. Scream blindfolds the winner; his ghoulfriends bring
out & cardbpard coffin and walk it in front of the spectator. Since
the spectator is blindfolded, D Scream narrates to the spectator
everything that is happening, and even asks the sudience to verify
hiz statements. The witch ghoulfriend opens the lid of the coffin,
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and Dr. Scream places the spectator’s
hand info it; she screamed as she felt
“cold slimy flesh™ The audience and
spectator all langh when Dr. Scream
reveals just what the dead body was. I
won't reveal it here, but it was definite-
by real, dead, and a body . mimms the
feathers. This is a pretty funoy bit —and
obwicusly a total come-on to get people
talking. While it probably didn't have
the impact teday as it did when Morris
originated the siumnt, it really added to
the campy, Rocky Harrm-ty'pe atmo-
cphere of the evant

D Scream then announces we were
beaded to the crematorimm. The main
drape opened to reveal a prop rarely
seen performed — the classic Cremation
Mhasicn. Trying to go for that authentic
winfage feal, Stickley had this prop con-
structed from the original plans wsed
to build the unit wsed om the Harry
Thurston (Howard's older brother)
show. Dir. Scream hypnotized one of his
ghoulfriends and skid her imto the end
of the cremation coffin. A torch was lit
and handed to Dr. Scream by a stagshand | and he inserted it into
the coffin, creating several bright flashes and puffs of smoke. Due
to modern fire regulations, Dr. Scream is relegated to nsing a litde
smoke powder and some fash paper. A few days afier the show,
Erith mentioned to me, “Tradittonally, zround-up road fares
were used and the coffin was really sef ablaze!™ The sides of the
coffin are lowered and all that is left is a smoldering skeleton. And
the crowd goes wild This is a very deceptive and entertaining
lusion — by far the highlight of the show. More modern illosions
—with beveled bases, aluminom strips, and fancy venears —wronld
lpok out of place in this show. This prop is a plain-locking boox,
painted with flat surfaces, and it locked really good.

Afier the chow, Keith told me 3 magician once asked him,
“Why didn’t you do & run-around with the girl after you borned
ber?™ Shckley, slightly confused, asked what he meant by the
comment The magician stated, “Well, she’s not acinally in there,
right — zhe npmst have soock out!™ Eeith winked, laughed. and
walked off. This thing is a foolar

My Cranky Old Magician Two Cents: Everyone always asks,
“What's new in magic?” Keith is all too happy to have spent moch
of his youth asking the old guys “What's good in magic?™ This
clazsic piece, performed well, reminded me that some of the old-
timers really dfid know what they were doing. Eundoes.

Afier a cleanly executed card manipulation routine in fromt
of the main drape, the curtains again rose to a trick [ hadn't sesn
in years — a Richiardi siyle buzz saw. Dr Scream zays a fow
words about Bichiardi as be dons a lab coat before doing a very
competent version, complete with blepd and zuts Sying at the
andience, and several andisnce members inspecting the hideouns
gaszh across his assistamt. Unlike Richiardi, however, the curtains
close on the dead and dripping assistant.

In front of the curtain, Dir. Scream thanks the awdience for
coming out, and explains that what they had been witnessing
for the past hour was a recreation of the lost theatrical tradition
known as the spook show. He speaks of the live chow, and then
of the movie that wonld be following (William Castle’s House on
Haunted Hill). But then he gets very guiet as he describes what
would be coming next.. before the movie . the blackouwf. Using
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every creepy adjective imaginable under
the sun, Dr. Scream implies that the
mdience may feal many sirange things
— snakes, spiders, aofs — crawling about
when the lights go out. The sudience is
literally oo edze with nervous laughter
and yelps of “oh no.™

Stuwckley plays this part masterful-
by; Phil Morris had talked to him and
tamzht him at length just how important
it was to paint a piciure i the sudi-
ence’s mind bgfowe the lizhts zo out. It
certainly worked. Dir. Scream wishes the
mdience “pleasant nightmares™ in the
grand traditiom of spook show legend
Bill Neff and the andisnce is plungsd
into darkness. Real darkness.

Ome of the problems with creating
true blackowt conditions in & modern
theater iz the overabundance of light
leaking from exit sigms. And today's
mdience comes armed fo the teeth with
iPhones and ewery other imaginshle
alacironic fashing pizmoe. In his speech
before the blackout, Dr Scream gently
suggests that aoyone using a lighi-up
device would force the show to be over. Feith tells me his snccess
rate with this “warning™ is one lmndred percent — an impressive bit
of showmanship Stickley has also painstakingly (and with great
expense) created an exit sign system that is approved by most fire
marshals. He said “Tt's not easy, and it's certainly nof cheap,™ ot
it works and allows for a nearly perfect blackout sequence.

Asg the lights go out, a loud, most un-nerving (and dare I say
annoying) sounditack plays If you're into dying cats, sir-raid
sirens, and screeching nails on & chalkboard played foll blast oot
of theater speakers, you'd hawve loved this. It's frue — the andio
imself iz scary. But I conldn't help bat laugh as adolts and kids
alike actnally feal “bugs” land on them in their seats. A glowing
skeleton bresk-dances om the stage and several large glowing

“monsters” Hoat around the sidss of the stage. Those not shutting
their eyes in fear can see tao fying, glowing “ghosis™ streaking
over their heads — a really cool effect that had mamy yelling, “Heay
look up there ™ When the lights come on three minutes later, there
iz nothing to be ssen aside from Dir. Scream standing center stags
taking a large bow and popcorn strewn all over the theater! He
anmounces the movie that is about to start, fakes another bow,
receives & large round of applause, and exits to the wings as the
movie starts.

After the movie it was obvious by locking around that the
crowd had a good tfime Several sudience members express to
Eeith how they couldn’t believe thess shows didn™t exist amymeore.
And therein lies the problem with a show like this: How do you
zall it when no one today koows what it is?

Snckley’s imterest in this nearly forgotten form of entertain-
ment, as well a5 magic history, is infections — and it shows as he
talks fo people leaving the theater If he gets to educate and shars
his passion for the history of our art with 3 new crop of audiences
and they can learn to appreciste and enjoy it, his nltimate zoal will
have been met He's a complete history geek at heart, and the way
he expresses that is by fully immersing himself into that history.
It will be interesting to see what he recreates next.

Go to www. Spock ShowFevival com for more information on
Dir. Scream’s Spook Show Fevival.
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