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THE PHANTOM OF THE OPERA (UNIVERSAL, 1925)  
Early Working Draft Screenplay (Typescript) with Significant Annotations 

The present manuscript is an early working draft of Elliot J. Clawson's scenario for the 
1925 Universal production, preserving a more disturbing vision of the story than the 
version Universal ultimately brought to screen — and standing in a relationship to the 
production's documentary record that has not previously been established.


The evidence for priority is both structural and textual. Philip J. Riley, in The Making of 
the Phantom of the Opera (MagicImage Filmbooks, 1999), quotes scene directions 
from what he identifies as the early Clawson draft. At the equivalent narrative moment 
— the bedchamber scene in which Raoul awakens to find the Phantom's eyes staring 
at him from the darkness — Riley's source carries scene number 286. The present 
manuscript places the same scene at 289. The three-scene offset indicates that this 
manuscript contains material absent from Riley's source at the same point in the 
narrative, suggesting either an earlier compositional layer or a parallel version of 
greater narrative density. This comparison is necessarily limited to the scenes Riley 
chose to reproduce; given the divergences already identified, further systematic 
comparison may well reveal additional discrepancies throughout the manuscript. 
Riley's study traces two principal script documents — an early Clawson draft and the 
fifth revised shooting script reproduced in full in his Chapter III. The present manuscript 
shares the general character and narrative scope of the former while diverging from it in 
both scene numbering and specific direction language, indicating that it represents a 
distinct though related early layer of the production's development rather than a copy 
of any document Riley examined. Riley does not cite the source of his early draft text 
anywhere in his study, leaving its location unestablished and the relationship between 
his source and the present manuscript an open question of considerable scholarly 
significance.


Riley notes explicitly that the fifth revised shooting script had most of its scenes of 
genuine terror removed, the front office having determined that the original material 
risked driving audiences from the theater. The present manuscript predates those cuts. 
It preserves Clawson's scenario as originally conceived, including a lengthy origin 
episode — the Phantom condemned to death on an anthill by a Sultan, rescued by the 
Persian who would become his lifelong associate — that was abandoned before 




 
production began and survives in no filmed version of the story. Riley acknowledges 
this episode in his narrative account of the production's development; the present 
manuscript preserves it in primary form, as a physical document rather than a 
retrospective description.


The working draft is typed on 8½ × 13 in. legal-size pulp stock and bound in its original 
blue wrapper, extending to more than 200 pages. Handwritten annotations in graphite 
appear intermittently throughout, precise and analytical in character: targeted 
questions concerning continuity, pacing, and narrative logic — among them how 
Christine could communicate with Raoul while held captive, and why certain 
developments do not occur earlier within the opera — suggesting close critical review 
by a reader with editorial authority. The draft concludes during the climactic rescue 
attempt by Raoul and Ledoux, with no evidence of removed pages, consistent with an 
unfinished working draft rather than later loss.


Survival of any Universal silent-era screenplay is uncommon. Scripts were produced in 
minimal numbers on unstable pulp stock and seldom preserved; much of the studio's 
early paper record was subsequently discarded. The present manuscript documents 
the production at a stage prior to the commercial pressures that reshaped Clawson's 
scenario and the successive rewrites that displaced his original conception — 
preserving, in physical form, a version of The Phantom of the Opera that Universal 
chose not to make.




Original detached blue paper wrapper with typed title page crediting director 
Rupert Julian, showing wear, tears, and creasing consistent with studio use and the 
fragile pulp stock of Universal scripts from the mid-1920s.



Opening page of the early draft screenplay showing the typed title, scene-setting 
prose for Paris, and initial exterior boulevard sequence, with struck-through 
descriptive text and wear consistent with studio use on fragile Universal pulp stock.



Annotated interior page showing scene descriptions, intertitle text, and a penciled 
marginal note addressing narrative continuity, characteristic of late-stage review 
during development of the production script.



Final page of the early draft screenplay for The Phantom of the Opera — 
concluding with the climactic confrontation between Erik and Christine, including 
intertitle text and scene directions; the draft breaks off at this point, consistent with 
an unfinished working screenplay rather than later loss.



CONDITION: 
 
The original wrapper is present but detached; internal leaves show expected 
brittleness, edge chipping, creases, foxing, marginal staining, and small losses, 
consistent with Universal scripts of the period.


