
Charles Laughton: A Legendary Actor and
Director

Charles Laughton, a name that echoes through the halls of the entertainment
world, was not just a prominent actor but also an acclaimed director. With his
exceptional talent and versatility, Laughton left an indelible mark on both stage
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and screen. This article delves into his remarkable life, offering insights into his
early years, his rise to fame, and his groundbreaking work in two iconic plays.

Early Years and Journey to the Stage

Born on July 1, 1899, in Scarborough, England, Charles Laughton was the son of
a hotel keeper. At an early age, he displayed a passion for the arts, particularly for
the stage. Determined to pursue his dreams, Laughton attended the Royal
Academy of Dramatic Art in London, where he honed his acting skills.
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After completing his formal training, Laughton made his debut in London's West
End theater district. Critics and audiences alike were captivated by his
commanding stage presence and his ability to bring his characters to life. This
marked the beginning of Laughton's illustrious career.

The Rise to Fame
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With his talent recognized, Charles Laughton embarked on a journey that would
lead him to international fame. He soon gained attention on Broadway, where he
starred in various successful productions. However, it was his portrayal of the
titular character in "The Private Life of Henry VIII" that solidified his place as a
Hollywood legend.

Released in 1933, "The Private Life of Henry VIII" earned Laughton an Academy
Award for Best Actor, making him the first British actor to win the prestigious
accolade. His transformative performance brought the historical figure to life, with
critics praising his ability to humanize the often-misunderstood king.

Directorial Triumph: "The Night of the Hunter"

In addition to his acting prowess, Charles Laughton proved himself as a talented
director with his sole directorial effort, "The Night of the Hunter" (1955). This film-
noir thriller, adapted from Davis Grubb's novel of the same name, tells the
haunting story of a corrupt preacher played by Robert Mitchum.



Laughton meticulously crafted the film, employing innovative techniques such as
utilizing silhouettes and contrasting light and dark imagery. Although not a
commercial success upon its release, "The Night of the Hunter" has since gained
critical acclaim as one of the most influential films in the thriller genre.

Two Iconic Plays: "Pygmalion" and "The Hunchback of Notre Dame"
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Throughout his illustrious career, Charles Laughton showcased his versatility by
excelling in a variety of roles. Two notable performances worth mentioning are his
portrayals of Professor Henry Higgins in "Pygmalion" and Quasimodo in "The
Hunchback of Notre Dame."

George Bernard Shaw's "Pygmalion" (1912) explores the themes of class,
language, and individualism. Laughton's portrayal of Professor Higgins was
hailed as a tour de force, adding depth and nuance to the iconic character. His
ability to shift between delicate vulnerability and stern determination captivated
audiences worldwide.

In "The Hunchback of Notre Dame" (1939), based on Victor Hugo's novel,
Laughton delivered a mesmerizing performance as the tormented Quasimodo.
Through his expressive body language and emotive facial expressions, Laughton
brought compassion and humanity to this tragic character. The film remains a
masterclass in storytelling and performance.

Charles Laughton's contributions to the world of performing arts left an indelible
impact. From his early days in theater to his rise as a Hollywood legend,
Laughton's career showcased his endless talent and his ability to breathe life into
any character he portrayed. Whether on stage or behind the camera, Laughton's
work continues to inspire generations of actors and directors alike.

Remember Charles Laughton, a name forever intertwined with excellence in the
world of performing arts.
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A Brief Biography and First Day in an Actor's Life and Last Day in an Actor's
Life are the result of the close relationship the author had with Laughton as they
created the anthology about America, The Fabulous Country and the Carolinian
dialect for the role of Senator Cooley. During the seven-day work weeks at the
Laughton main residence in Hollywood, the beach home in Santa Monica, and
the farm-house in Palos Verdes, the author was drawn into the intimate
experiences of Laughton and his wife Elsa Lanchester. Accompanying the actor
to Washington for the filming on location of Advise and Consent, proved to be a
once-in-a-lifetime exhilaration. The actor's artistic drive and momentum
deteriorated proportionately with his struggle to overcome terminal cancer.
Anguished by the fear that his artistic legacy would decay along with the massive
celluloid collection that documented his career, he revealed to the author his
youthful pain when he was forced to hide his unconventional sexual drives from a
xenophobic Victorian climate. Daily whippings by an intolerant Jesuit priest and
his mother's decision to banish him to London taught Laughton the emotion of
hate that he used to characterize Captain Bligh in Mutiny on the Bounty. Drafted
as a foot soldier, Laughton was gassed in France, leaving his trachea
permanently damaged. Despite these trials his early determination to become a
well trained, dynamic actor prevailed throughout his life.
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