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  It’s a balmy Saturday night in November of 1976, and I am a shy pre-teen of twelve, navigating my way through the sea of grown-ups that are packed into the single-story, white weatherboard family home in Elwood, a suburb of Melbourne that was close enough to the beach that you could smell the rancid seaweed in the air if the wind was blowing in the right direction. There was no seaweed in the air that night. . .or if there was, it was completely overpowered by the scent of Jōvan’s Sex Appeal for Men and Penhaligon’s Lily of the Valley for Women, not to mention the thick pall of cigarette smoke that wafted throughout the entire house.


  The occasion everyone was celebrating was the engagement of my oldest sister, Carmel, to her boyfriend (now husband), Steven. Two significant events impacted my young life that night. I experienced my first beer buzz, when Steven’s youngest brother, affectionately dubbed Little Tom, and I pinched a bottle of Victoria Bitter from the ice bucket in the laundry and went and drank it together in the dark laneway behind the house. The other, and far more important, moment came when I was idly flipping through the stack of record albums that were piled up next to my sister’s very mid-seventies, orange plastic record player, which Carmel had moved from her bedroom into the family lounge room for the party. Mixed in with the stack of familiar David Bowie, Paul McCartney and Wings, and AC/DC records were a bunch of albums which Steven had brought along to the party with him. They were, at the time, mostly unfamiliar names to me: Hawkwind, Foghat, Lou Reed (the only name I vaguely recognized), the Coloured [sic] Balls (a notorious Australian hard rock/blues band fronted by the legendary Lobby Loyde), and several others.


  As I continued making my way through the records, paying most of them no more than a second or two of attention, I suddenly came across one that made me stop. The cover featured four guys (at least, I figured they were all guys) standing on a stage surrounded by smoke, colored lights pulsating behind them, and a spooky candelabra burning off to one side. The band members were all dressed in black and silver, their outfits decorated with studs, black feathers, and lightning bolts, and balancing themselves on outrageously high platform boots. Most striking of all, the four band members all had their faces covered with bizarre makeup, each one wearing a different design. They looked otherworldly, and one of them looked particularly scary, with his long, pointed tongue extending from his mouth, hair tied up in a strange top knot, and spikes protruding from his costume and boots. A large, brightly lit sign hanging above the drummer announced what I assumed was the band’s name: KISS, with the two S’s shaped like lightning bolts. The title of the record, Alive!, was stenciled in white in the top right corner. I flipped the record over to examine the back cover, and was greeted with a huge photo showing what seemed like a sea of people packed into a huge arena, with two long-haired teenagers front and center, holding up a homemade banner displaying the KISS logo as well as a drawing of the band’s four faces in makeup.


  I started reading through some of the song titles listed on the back of the live double album—some of them sounded a bit menacing, like “Hotter than Hell,” “Parasite” and “Watchin’ You”—when I noticed that Steven had spotted me looking at the album, and began to approach me. I thought for sure he was about to tell me off for touching his records. . .instead, he took whatever record was playing off the turntable, slid the first disc of Alive! out of the sleeve and dropped the needle down. As the bombastic opening chords to “Deuce” filled the room, accompanied by a cacophony of explosions and screams of an audience that seemed on the verge of complete hysteria, Steven began to enthusiastically tell me all about the band. . .what each of their makeup designs and costumes represented, the fire-breathing and blood-spitting, the smoking guitars that fired rockets, and how nobody knew what their real faces looked like. The sounds of the party became little more than white noise in the distant background, as I lost myself in this raucous rock and roll assaulting my ears, while my eyes studied every inch of the album’s gatefold cover, with the handwritten notes from the band members to their fans, and the eight page color booklet of live photos that was tucked into one of the sleeves.
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    Left: The author as a kid with his brother-in-law Steven on a trip to the Grampians. Right: Robin and Anne at Carmel and Steven’s engagement party, probably trying to talk over the sonic boom that is KISS Alive!

  

  The following day, with the party over and the family either sleeping in or nursing hangovers (or both), I ensconced myself in the lounge room, now littered with empty beer bottles and overflowing ashtrays, and played Alive! over and over again. With onstage spokesperson Paul Stanley exaltedly preaching the power of rock and roll between songs, and the crowd roaring in approval each time, it was an awakening to me that was something akin to a religious experience. I was just starting to enter that age when music becomes a strong identifier in who you are, and I had been searching for a band to call my own. I was already obsessed with comic books, horror movies, and science-fiction, so KISS fit the bill for me perfectly. Of course, aside from the image and all the mystique surrounding them, I was also completely seduced by their music, songs about girls and good times that were simple and short, yet catchy, powerful and potent. Before long, I had my own cassettes of Alive! and the self-titled debut KISS album (taped by Steven from his records) to listen to in my bedroom on my tiny portable Sanyo player, and for that Christmas I received a proper cassette of Rock and Roll Over, as well as a blue t-shirt featuring Ken Kelly’s iconic cover art for the Destroyer album. I was off and running, and my KISS obsession had well and truly taken hold. My poor parents were certain that it would just be another phase I’d soon grow out of.


  At that time, KISS had already been a household name in America for a couple of years, but were still little more than a cult level band in Australia, though they had scored some success with the Alive! and Destroyer albums, and the live version of “Rock and Roll All Nite” had dented the top twenty on the singles chart. But the release of the Dynasty album in 1979, along with its hit single “I Was Made for Lovin’ You,” broke the band in a big way, and by mid-1980 KISS were just about the biggest (and most controversial) thing in entertainment in Australia (ironically, just as their popularity in their home country was plummeting). And I was there to enthusiastically lap it all up. I collected and traded the KISS bubble-gum cards, hung the special TV Week posters on my bedroom wall, bought the KISS showbag from the Royal Melbourne Show, played the grease spattered KISS pinball machine at the local fish and chip shop, and wore the t-shirts, badges, and even the KISS underwear with pride. When the TV movie KISS Meets the Phantom of the Park was released in Australian cinemas as Attack of the Phantoms, I sat through it at least a dozen times at various venues and with different friends. And when KISS finally toured Australia for the first time, in November of 1980, I was one of the 40,000-plus fans screaming my lungs out at VFL Park in Melbourne.


  It was a great time to be young, silly, and a full-fledged paying member of the KISS Army fan club, but little did we know how quickly the local ranks would dwindle almost as soon as the band left our shores. By 1982, KISS would be lucky to fill a ballroom if they returned to Australia, but myself and a few others kept the faith and continued to support and follow them with unbridled devotion. Even during the lean unmasked years of 1983 to 1996, my fandom never wavered. My musical tastes grew, but KISS always remained “my” band.
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    The author on vacation in Prescott, Arizona in January of 1981. I am wearing the 1980 Australian KISS ringer t-shirt with the blood-spattered logo (see inset). One of the few people still brave enough to wear a KISS t-shirt in public in America at the time.

  

  There have been untold words, and countless books, written about KISS over the past five decades, many of them focused on one particular period or aspect of their career. Among them have been a couple of books covering KISS Meets the Phantom of the Park. However, as far as I am aware, Creatures of the Screen is the first book on the band to specifically focus on their entire onscreen oeuvre. Being a life-long lover of both cinema and KISS, I have always been particularly fascinated at how the band, as one of the world’s most visually striking rock acts, have been depicted onscreen, not just in movies but on television and, later, home video as well. Equally intriguing is the way the band’s popularity and image has influenced other movies and television shows, across a diversity of genres, which provided one of the main sparks that ignited the genesis of this book. All of this, I believe, falls under the category of “KISSploitation”. . .after all, even the legitimate and official KISS film and television projects are created with the aim of exploiting and capitalizing on the band’s popularity and newsworthiness.


  It is my hope that Creatures of the Screen will entertain and inform both KISS fans and movie (and television) lovers alike. Buckle up and enjoy the ride.


  John Harrison
March 2025
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  Chaim Witz as Gene Simmons (born in Haifa, Israel, August 25, 1949)


  Stanley Bert Eisen as Paul Stanley (born in New York City, New York, USA, January 20, 1952).


  Paul Daniel Frehley as Ace Frehley (born in New York City, New York, USA, April 27, 1951).


  George Peter John Criscuola as Peter Criss (born in Brooklyn, New York, USA, December 20, 1945).


  Paul Charles Caravello as Eric Carr (born in New York City, New York, USA, July 12, 1950. Deceased November 24, 1991).


  Vincent John Cusano as Vinnie Vincent (born in Bridgeport, Connecticut, USA, August 6, 1952).


  Mark Leslie Norton as Mark St. John (born in Hollywood, California, USA, February 7, 1956. Deceased April 5, 2007).


  Bruce Howard Kulick as Himself (born in Brooklyn, New York, USA, December 12, 1953).


  Eric Doyle Mensinger as Eric Singer (born in Cleveland, Ohio, USA, May 12, 1958).


  


  Thomas Cunningham Thayer as Tommy Thayer (born in Portland, Oregon, USA, November 7, 1960).


  William Martin Aucoin as Bill Aucoin (born in Ayer, Massachusetts, USA, December 29, 1943. Deceased June 28, 2010).


  Neil Scott Bogatz as Neil Bogart (born in New York City, New York, USA, February 3, 1943. Deceased May 8, 1982).
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  “I was never interested in being a rock star. I always wanted to be Boris Karloff.” – Gene Simmons


  KISS was born out of a perfect storm of rock and roll, pop culture, and social influences, which met and melded at the precise time to ignite the kind of spark that only comes along every so often within a generation. The band’s chemistry and ultimate success was also the result of four very different individuals and personalities, along with their own musical influences which they all brought to the group. The genesis of KISS emerged from the ruins of Wicked Lester, a New York band originally formed in 1970 under the name of Rainbow by young musicians Gene Simmons, Paul Stanley, and Steve Coronel. Simmons and Stanley, still going by the names Gene Klein and Stanley Eisen, had been introduced to each other by mutual friend Coronel, and despite initial misgivings about each other, found they made a good songwriting partnership. By 1972, Wicked Lester had developed enough for them to garner a record contract Epic Records, and laid down tracks for their debut album at the famous Electric Lady Studios in Greenwich Village. Unfortunately for the band at the time, but fortunately for rock and roll history, Epic found the album unsuitable for release, mainly due to the eclectic mix of musical styles which would have made it hard to market and sell. Simmons and Stanley left not long after, and Wicked Lester dissolved, though some of their original compositions, including “She” and “Love Her All I Can,” would wind up on early KISS albums, and their cover version of The Hollies’ “I Wanna Shout” would provide the later inspiration for their 1976 anthem, “Shout It Out Loud.”


  Frustrated at the lack of uniformity that Wicked Lester had in both their music and image, Simmons and Stanley wanted to ensure their next group was a more cohesive unit, and they settled on a harder rock sound to try and take their careers to the next level. The duo recruited drummer Peter Criss after reading his ad in Rolling Stone, and the trio were soon rehearsing constantly in a small, dingy loft at 10 East 23rd Street in New York City, the walls of which they covered with egg cartons in order to improve the acoustics. Criss, a few years older than Simmons and Stanley, was also a vocalist and had been a seasoned drummer on the local bar and club scene, and as a member of Chelsea had released an album in 1970 that went nowhere. Initially, they toyed with the idea of playing as a power rock trio, and did play a showcase gig as such in November of 1972, before deciding they needed a lead guitarist to fully realize and round out their desired sound. Of the many possibilities that showed up to audition in response to the ad Stanley placed in The Village Voice, Paul “Ace” Frehley was the clear standout, famously wandering in wearing mismatched red and orange sneakers.


  By mid-January of 1973, the line-up was settled and, after a number of suggestions were thrown around, KISS had been decided as the new outfit’s name. It was Paul who had suggested the name, after Peter had told him and Gene about one of his earlier bands, Lips. Stanley figured KISS was the natural progression from Lips—the word was short and easy to remember, it was known around the world, and it could signify something both positive and passionate, as well as something dark and menacing, as in the “kiss of death.” It was the perfect name to reflect the hard music and striking visual presentation that Simmons and Stanley had envisioned for their new project. Ace Frehley would design the now-iconic KISS logo (though Stanley often takes credit for refining it), and as the band continued to rehearse intensely, along with writing new material together, they began to work on the image they were planning to accompany the music.


  Image became important, as it was one of the things that Gene and Paul felt was lacking in Wicked Lester—most of the band didn’t look as if they belonged together. KISS would take a page from the Beatles’ template: while Simmons and Stanley may be the main drivers, every member would get a chance to write and sing, every member would get a live solo spotlight, and each member would look like they belonged to the same band. English acts like Slade, the Sweet, and Ziggy Stardust-era David Bowie, had helped to populate glam rock, while local outfit New York Dolls infused the genre with a more rambunctious and messier punk attitude. KISS toyed with the androgynous glam look very briefly, even posing for a couple of early promo photos in the stairwell of their loft, but it didn’t work or look authentic. As Gene Simmons would later say, they came off looking more like football players in drag rather than glam rock musicians. While glam was associated with brightness and multi-colors, KISS would go the opposite direction, focusing on stage outfits that were mostly black and silver, and wearing platform boots to look even more statuesque and imposing (Simmons in particular towering over people, already being 6’2” in his socks).


  The influence which New York City had on KISS as it was forming can also not be understated. The early-seventies were a tough time for the Big Apple. It was practically bankrupt, with people moving away from the city in droves, its population decreased by almost a million people by the end of the decade. Poverty and unemployment drove up the crime rates, and to outsiders it seemed as if New York City was the place to visit if you wanted to get mugged (or worse) on the street. The Times Square and 42nd Street areas had yet to be cleaned up and Disneyfied, and consisted of block upon block filled with streetwalkers, drug dealers, hucksters, and other assorted denizens all plying their trade, or working their cons, in front of a seemingly endless parade of sex shops, greasy take-out joints, and once-grand theatres that were now screening continual triple-bills of sex, horror, and sadism for an audience consisting mostly of raincoat perverts, junkies sleeping off a fix, hookers turning a trick, or people who needed to hide out for a few hours.


  It was out of this environment that early KISS songs like “Strutter,” “Cold Gin” and “Black Diamond” emerged, songs about subjects that are relevant just about everywhere (street workers, teasing women, cold lonely nights relieved by cheap booze), but has a distinct New York City feel of concrete and grit to them. To illustrate the diversity of their influences, other early compositions like “Let Me Know” had a very Beatle-esque feel to its structure and dual harmonies between Stanley and Simmons, while the rather cheeky “Nothin’ to Lose” echoed the type of honky-tonk glam that the Stones were doing in the early-seventies.


  There has never been any definitive record of exactly how KISS began to experiment with the white clown makeup. Naturally, makeup was a big part of the glam rock scene, so it certainly wouldn’t have been unusual for them to be fooling around with various ideas. And Simmons in particular was keen for KISS to not be one of those bands who went onstage looking exactly the same as they did when they were walking around off it. In the A&E KISStory special from 2021, Gene recalls that someone in the band suggested going to the store to buy some clown makeup to experiment with, but couldn’t remember which member it might have been. Other recollections say that the makeup was already there in the dressing room at an early gig, left there by a previous performer, and the band simply started slapping it on for a bit of fun. Whatever the case, it seems to have happened organically, and took time to fully develop. Surviving photos from the time show how the makeup went through many changes during those early days, starting with essentially plain white faces with some small colored accents added around the eyes, before the designs began to expand and individualize.


  Cinematically, it was Simmons’ persona—come to be known as ‘The Demon’ over subsequent years—which seemed most obviously influenced by film, in particular classic horror movies like The Phantom of the Opera (1925) starring Lon Chaney, and the Japanese Godzilla film series produced by Toho. Upon first arriving in America from Israel as a child in the 1950s, Simmons developed an intense love for horror and fantasy cinema, discovering all of the classics via television reruns on Shock Theatre (hosted in the New York area by Zacherley), and through the pages of Famous Monsters of Filmland magazine. Also a keen science-fiction and comic book fan, Simmons contributed art and articles to many genre fanzines during the late sixties, and published his own mimeographed title, Cosmostilleto. A 1969 drawing done by Simmons for the fanzine Starling, used to illustrate the poem “Endlessly” by Jeff Kaufman, shows Gene already toying with the idea of darkened, bat-winged shapes around the eyes, something he developed more fully as his KISS makeup evolved.
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    The young Gene Simmons grew up devouring (and being inspired by) Famous Monsters of Filmland, before eventually ending up on its cover in 1999.

  

  


  While Gene Simmons reflected the darkness of horror and hell, Ace Frehley would find his KISS persona within the realms of classic science-fiction, with his character—known as ‘The Spaceman’ or just ‘Space Ace’—rooted in the old Flash Gordon and Buck Rogers movie serials, as well as Frehley’s own fascination with extraterrestrial life and interplanetary travel. The lead guitarist’s unsteady gait, high-pitched cackle, along with an often tripped-out state of mind further enhanced Frehley’s “spacey” reputation. For Peter Criss, his character of ‘The Catman’ was a lot more straightforward, with the drummer recalling laying on his sofa one afternoon and looking at his pet cat, wondering what it would be like to see the world through his eyes. Paul Stanley, meanwhile, simply wanted to be a star—‘The Starchild’—a lust-infused rock and roll ringleader like one of his biggest idols, Led Zeppelin’s Robert Plant.


  Of course, at this early stage of the game, the KISS personas and their monikers were still a way off from being fully established as their own separate fantasy characters. For the moment, it was still just Gene, Paul, Peter, and Ace doing what they felt they needed to do in order to achieve their dream of being the band they always wanted to see up on stage. KISS made their debut as a four piece on January 30, 1973, playing the first of three consecutive nights at a small venue in Queens, New York called the Popcorn Club, later to be renamed The Coventry. This was followed by a string of shows at The Daisy in Amityville, Long Island. The Coventry and early Daisy shows were sparsely attended at best, the audience often comprising of the band members girlfriends, Peter’s wife Lydia, a couple of friends, and whatever handful of barflies happened to be in there drowning their sorrows at the time. But it gave KISS a perfect opportunity to fine-tune their act in a live setting, and as Peter used to say to encourage the band backstage, when they walked out onto that small club stage to a few handclaps, in their minds they were getting up to play before a sold-out crowd at Madison Square Garden. . .a fantasy that would come true only a few short years later.
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    Classic science-fiction adventures like Things to Come (1936) and Flash Gordon Conquers the Universe (1940) would provide a strong and clear influence on the stage outfits which “Space” Ace Frehley would later wear as a member of KISS.

  

  With the line-up settled and barely a few months old, KISS entered Studio B at Electric Lady in early March to record their first demo tape. Simmons and Stanley had been doing some intermittent work as back-up and harmony vocalists at the studio, most famously appearing on Lyn Christopher’s self-titled 1973 album. In lieu of cash, the pair accepted payment in the form of studio time. Electric Lady had originally been built for Jimi Hendrix, who tragically died only a couple of months after it had opened in August of 1970. Eddie Kramer, the British music producer famed for working with Hendrix as well as the likes of the Beatles, Led Zeppelin, the Rolling Stones, and David Bowie, had co-designed the studios and was their Director of Engineering between 1970 and 1974. KISS could think of no one more suitable to oversee the production duties on their five-track demo, which would contain “Deuce,” “Cold Gin,” “Strutter,” “Watchin’ You” and “Black Diamond.” The demo tape, essentially recorded live in the studio with a few overdubs, was completed by March 13, and it makes for a remarkable twenty-odd minutes of blistering glam rock, played a little faster and with a slightly more bubblegum flavor than the versions of the songs that would ultimately end up on the first two KISS albums.


  With demo now in hand, KISS booked themselves two showcase gigs at the Hotel Diplomat in New York City, for July 13 and August 10, and began putting together rudimentary press kits and invites to any and all record labels, promoters, producers, and managers that they could think of. One of those people was Bill Aucoin, a television producer and director whose name had caught the band’s attention after seeing it during the end credits of an episode of Flipside, a thirty-minute music show which ran for only six episodes throughout the first half of 1973. Produced out of New York and filmed for the most part at the famous Record Plant recording studios, Flipside was not a typical pop performance showcase, but rather examined the music industry itself, as well as the creative process, a lot more up close, often taking their cameras into the studio to capture the artists and producers at work. John Lennon, Yoko Ono, Roberta Flack, Stevie Wonder, Sha Na Na, Curtis Mayfield and Blood, Sweat & Tears were just some of the performers which Flipside showcased during its short run.


  When Aucoin attended the August 10 showcase gig, he was sufficiently impressed to seek the band out backstage and offer them a handshake deal: give him a chance at managing KISS. If he couldn’t get them a record deal within thirty days, they would be free to leave. The band, no doubt figuring they had little to lose since there was not much interest from anyone else, agreed to give Aucoin a shot. As KISS played more shows at The Daisy and Coventry, to increasingly larger and wilder crowds, Aucoin went to work on all the record label people he knew, and soon organized for the band to perform a small showcase gig at Le Tang Studios in Manhattan. The exact date for this private show has never been confirmed, but it was towards the end of September, and Aucoin invited a few select members of the press, as well as record producers Kenny Kerner and Richie Wise, whom he had in mind as a good fit to work with the band. But most of all, he organized the showcase for Neil Bogart. Bogart, who had earlier appeared on an episode of Aucoin’s Flipside series, had just founded Casablanca Records, after he had departed from Buddah Records. Bogart was able to talk Warner Brothers into financing Casablanca, which proved valuable in more ways than just financing. . .since Warners were the current rights owners to the film Casablanca (1942), Bogart didn’t face any legal objection to using the name or the references to the film, or the likeness to its star, Bogart’s namesake, Humphrey, which was often used in the company’s advertising and label design.


  Like Aucoin, Bogart saw potential in the hungry young band, though he had reservations about the makeup and stage outfits, suggesting the band should ditch them. KISS stuck to their guns, and soon found themselves being the first act signed to Casablanca. One of the first things Bogart did was get the band into Bell Sound Studios in New York City on September 23 and 24, where they laid down a quick demo tape recording of pretty much every original song they had in their catalog to that point. The main purpose of these sessions was to give Kerner and Wise an overview of the band’s material for them to sift through and choose what songs to focus on for the first album, which would also be recorded at Bell Sound between October and November. Bell Sound was known more for recording sessions by 1960s pop artists like Paul Anka, Lesley Gore, and Frankie Avalon, rather than harnessing hard rock sounds, but it was owned by the same people who owned Neil Bogart’s old label, Buddah Records, which no doubt provided some convenient financial benefits.
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    Clipping from the June 9, 1973, issue of Billboard. Pictured from left are Joyce Biawitz (later Bogart, misspelled here as “Biaqitz”), Bill Aucoin (credited under his “Gui” nickname), Neil Bogart and Howard Marks. All would soon become vital cogs in the KISS machine. (Clipping courtesy of Julian Gill/KISSFAQ).

  

  Another important name in the early KISS machine was Sean Delaney, an Arizona native who was Bill Aucoin’s partner between 1969 and 1980. Delaney was reportedly the one who encouraged Aucoin to go and see KISS when he received the invite to the band’s showcase set at the Hotel Diplomat. Apart from acting as a driver-cum-roadie for the band during their early days, Delaney, a performer himself, also helped streamline and choreograph the live KISS show, developing stage effects and movements which would remain a mainstay of the group for almost fifty years. In later years, Delaney would go on to co-write several KISS songs, for their Rock and Roll Over and Alive II albums, and also produced Gene’s 1978 solo album (while simultaneously helping out Peter with his). If there was anyone other than Bill Aucoin who deserved to be regarded as the fifth original member of KISS, it was Sean Delaney.


  


  “Ladies and gentlemen, put your two lips together, because they are going to blow them away. . .KISS!” – MC introducing KISS to the Coventry stage.


  Thanks to his television background, Bill Aucoin was able to obtain a video camera to shoot footage of the band performing their last two shows at Coventry, on December 21 and 22. Aucoin had filmed the two shows primarily to ensure that KISS was fully ready for a big New Year’s Eve showcase he had booked for them at New York’s Academy of Music. While it was long known that KISS had filmed some of their final club shows, no footage ever surfaced until 2004, when a tape of the December 22 show was discovered and quickly copyrighted by Aucoin. The grainy black and white clips, filmed from a stationary camera at the back of the club, make for fascinating viewing beyond their obvious importance as artifacts from the band’s early days. Crammed up there on that tiny Coventry stage, Frehley wearing his rhinestone “Ace” t-shirt and Stanley playing his Charles LoBue custom Flying V guitar, the band are incendiary and look supremely confident, despite the obvious small crowd they were playing for (you can spot a few girls enthusiastically dancing at the front of the stage, one of them likely Lydia Criss). Many of the classic KISS stage moves are already in place, though still to be streamlined and expanded as the venues grew bigger, and the red fire engine lights and gothic candelabra on Gene’s side are also there as part of the set design. The two December Coventry shows were also where Gene debuted his infamous fire-breathing stunt, which he did at the conclusion of “Firehouse.”


  Though Gene, Ace, and Peter had all settled on their respective stage personas relatively quickly, even if it would still take them a while to refine them, Paul was a bit more torn. He had already designed his familiar star design over the right eye, and played some gigs with that makeup design, however once Neil Bogart became involved, he suggested Stanley would look better if his persona was a bit less feminine looking. In response, he toyed with the idea of being a rock and roll bandit, designing a black and silver makeup design that covered both eyes, similar to the mask that iconic pulp heroes and vigilantes like The Lone Ranger and Zorro wore. Because he wanted to be a bandit who was stealing hearts, he chose bright red lipstick to complete the look. He was never fully sold on the design, however, and only wore it live on three occasions, the final time being a show at the Academy of Music on January 26, 1974. When KISS did one of their earliest professional photo sessions the day before, with famed celebrity photographer Raeanne Rubenstein, they took two sets of portraits, one with Paul wearing the bandit makeup, and another with him wearing his star design. By the time the band convened at photographer Joel Brodsky’s studio on January 31, Stanley had decided to stick to his original star makeup design.
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    Clipping from the January 26, 1974, issue of Billboard, announcing the signing of KISS to Casablanca Records. Pictured at the far ends are Joyce Biawitz and Bill Aucoin (misspelled as “Aveoin”). Neil Bogart is in the center wearing KISS makeup, while Paul Stanley (third from left) can be seen wearing his short-lived “Bandit” makeup design. (Clipping courtesy of Julian Gill/KISS FAQ).

  

  


  With their debut album in the can in less than two weeks, and being prepared for an early 1974 release, it was time for KISS to expand beyond New York and start to blow the minds, and win the hearts, of young fans across America and abroad. They had all the right, magical ingredients, but it wouldn’t be easy, and it didn’t happen as quickly as hoped. Everyone seemed outwardly confident of eventual success. . .it was just a question of being able to keep the expensive show on the road until that happened.
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  KISS’ first tour proper began in the Canadian city of Edmonton, Alberta, on February 5, 1974. It was the band’s first concert outside of their home country, and took place nearly two weeks before their debut album hit the shelves, meaning they were hitting a strange town with no product available to give any kind of advance warning as to what the audience would be in for. The short Canadian leg of the tour, which would run for three dates, only came about because a last-minute replacement was needed for Mike Quatro, Suzi’s brother, who had been booked to support an obscure local rock band named Barbarossa.


  Right from the start, KISS developed a rigorous touring schedule, something which was a virtual necessity since the band was costing Aucoin around $7,000 a week to promote and manage. Until they could make it as a recording act, any income stream KISS could generate from touring was vital. Opening shows for bands like Aerosmith, Blue Oyster Cult, Argent, Rory Gallagher, and even Fleetwood Mac, throughout early’74 put KISS in front of some large and pretty varied audiences, all of whom certainly went away remembering the band, even if they didn’t take to their music or theatrics. Even as a support act, KISS was determined to bring their full arsenal of stage effects, even if the headliners didn’t like it (which was often). With more stage space and higher ceilings, the KISS live show now included flash bombs, flame towers, and a drum riser for Peter Criss to levitate in the air at the conclusion of “Black Diamond.” The backdrop to the stage was dominated by a new, large electronic KISS logo, which pulsed and flashed in blinding patterns as the band performed. Subtlety would not be a word found in KISS’ vocabulary.


  Along with an aggressive touring schedule, which often resulted in some handy coverage in the local and national press, Aucoin and Casablanca were also pushing for coverage in other media, particularly radio and television. At least three of the early KISS shows are known to have been recorded and aired on local radio stations, while Aucoin’s connections once again proved invaluable in getting the band onto a couple of television shows which usually reserved airspace for more established acts. KISS’ strong visual image and bombastic approach was able to help them burst into the public eye a lot quicker than many other acts at the time. Even if the band was being booked on pure novelty value, it was the exposure and the opportunity to prove themselves that was important to KISS.
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    Casablanca Records logo.

  

  IN CONCERT
Recording Date: February 19, 1974
Air Date: March 29, 1974
Running Time: 90 mins.
Director: Stanley Dorfman


  “Hey world, we’re KISS. We want everybody to come along with us. . .you’ve got Nothin’ to Lose!” – Paul Stanley, In Concert.


  


  Television officially introduced KISS into the living rooms of America on Friday, March 29, 1974, on an episode of In Concert, a weekly series from Dick Clark Productions which aired late on a Friday night on the ABC network. KISS’ appearance for the show was recorded at the Aquarius Theater in Hollywood on February 21, 1974. Opened in 1938 as the Earl Carroll Theatre, the venue adopted its Aquarius name in 1968, when it hosted a long-running production of the Broadway musical Hair, its décor updated with suitably psychedelic colors and designs.


  Acts on In Concert would perform on a revolving stage, allowing one act to perform while the next act set themselves up on the other side of the stage, hidden from the audience by a curtain. Performing while KISS prepared their stage was Redbone, a Los Angeles rock band whose members were of Native American and Mexican American heritage. Known for moderate hits like “The Witch Queen of New Orleans” and incorporating traditional Native American dance into their live act, Redbone were enjoying the biggest success of their career at the time of In Concert, their song “Come and Get Your Love” having gone top five in America.


  KISS filmed their In Concert appearance just two days after the band performed at a west coast Casablanca release party for the debut album, which was held at the Century Plaza in Los Angeles, and was attended by a number of industry insiders and entertainers, including Alice Cooper, who famously remarked after the show that “They’re a good band. All these guys need now is a gimmick.” It’s clear from their performance on In Concert that the band members were somewhat nervous as they tore through a short set that included “Deuce,” “Nothin’ to Lose,” “Firehouse” and “Black Diamond.” Years later, in the book KISS Alive Forever (Gooch/Suhs, 2002), Aucoin lamented the performance, stating “It was a disaster. They were so nervous and played so loud that you could hardly decipher what was happening. The footage was really bad. We paid Josh White, the director that night, and Dick Clark to go back and fix it to make it work. We couldn’t have them look bad on their first network show.”


  Despite the nerves and sound issues, KISS still managed to make a significant impact with their In Concert appearance, if only by sheer volume and their startling look. The makeup still looked a little crude and the outfits developing, but the band’s black, white, and silver color schemes provided a startling contrast to the bright, multi-colored rainbow design which formed the background to the stage set-up, and you can spot groups of people in the crowd getting up to dance along to the performance (some of whom could have been connected to the group).


  Also appearing on this episode of In Concert were boogie band Foghat, funksters Kool and the Gang, and singer/songwriter Melissa Manchester. When it was aired, “Deuce” was missing from the KISS performance, and “Nothin’ to Lose” was missing half of the first verse. They may have been edited out due to a combination of running time issues and trying to fix the errors and rough spots which Aucoin had spotted. Unfortunately, the master tapes for the show have never surfaced and have likely long since been lost or erased.
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  One important piece of surviving film from this period is some 8mm home movie footage taken of KISS while performing at the “Kite Fly” festival at Forest Park in St. Louis, Missouri, on March 31, 1974. Put on by radio station KSHE, the outdoor festival attracted a reported crowd of 100,000-plus, making it one of the largest audiences KISS have ever played for in their entire career. Watching the silent footage, which surfaced when the KISStory documentary was being put together, it’s fascinating seeing the band performing in broad daylight, with a strong wind blowing their long hair all over the place, and roadies visibly propping up the Marshall stacks from behind, so they don’t blow over! Neil Bogart’s wife, Joyce, can also be spotted in the footage. Apart from the wind, the show was plagued by technical issues, with the hydraulics on Peter’s drum riser not working, and the generators being insufficient to power the show properly.


  THE MIKE DOUGLAS SHOW
Recording Date: April 29, 1974
Air Date: May 21, 1974
Running Time: 90 mins.


  Packaged and distributed by the Westinghouse Broadcasting Company, The Mike Douglas Show first aired out of Cleveland in 1961, before moving to Philadelphia and going into national syndication four years later. Starting his career as a singer during the Big Band era, Mike Douglas was an affable Midwesterner with a thoughtful interview technique that allowed his guests time to speak and express themselves fully. It was a style that saw his show attract over six million viewers each day. In the early-seventies, it was an audience primarily made up of housewives and women staying at home. Hardly KISS’ prime target audience, but still a sizeable chunk of America to shock and awe and get people talking about them.


  When KISS was brought in to appear on The Mike Douglas Show, production of the show had recently moved to the newly completed KYW-TV studios in Center City, Philadelphia. The studio seating allowed for a live audience of 120. While the show was recorded before a studio audience each afternoon, between 1:00 – 2:30 pm, it was no longer aired live, to allow for the editing out of any objectionable material if necessary. This had been brought in following an incident in which actress Zsa Zsa Gabor called comedian Morey Amsterdam a “son of a bitch” for interrupting her on the April 29, 1966, edition of the program. KISS taped their appearance on Monday, April 29, 1974, with the episode airing in syndication on May 21.


  


  Also appearing on the show that afternoon was actress Totie Fields (acting as co-host), along with comedian Robert Klein, singer/songwriter Harry Chapin, singer Eartha Kitt, and noted psychologist, Dr. Joyce Brothers. As Paul Stanley recollected in his 2014 memoir, Face the Music: A Life Exposed, as the band were in the dressing room preparing to perform, Bill Aucoin came in and asked which member of the band was going to join the host for an on-air interview. Gene got picked by default, after the other three flatly refused to be the one to sit in the hot seat. It seemed an odd choice at the time, since Paul was the group’s onstage spokesperson and Gene the intimidating monster who kept his between-songs banter to mostly growls and the occasional “Oh yeah!,” but it established the lingering assumption that Simmons was the leader and official spokesperson for the band.


  After Douglas held up the first album for the audience to see, Simmons emerged from behind a sliding panel and stalked his way to the seating area, flashing his tongue and spreading his leather batwings as the audience clapped politely and the other guests looked on in bewilderment, probably wondering if they were on Candid Camera. Gene is clearly a little bit unsure of himself and there are a few moments of nervous silence, but on the whole he handles his appearance quite well for a novice, as he shows off his platform boots, briefly talks about the formation of the band, describes himself as “evil incarnate” and talks about how tempting some of the cheeks and necks in the audience look. But what really made the appearance memorable, and ensured it would become a part of the band’s folklore, was the participation of Totie Fields, who first chimes in by saying “Incidentally, he’s up for adoption,” a line which garners a big laugh from the audience. Fields follows this up a few moments later with, “Wouldn’t it be funny if under this he was just a nice Jewish boy?” When Simmons replies, “You should only know,” Fields hits right back with “I do, you can’t hide the hook.” The line elicits a huge reaction from the audience and other guests, and if you listen carefully, you can hear in the background the distinctive, high-pitched laugh of Ace Frehley cracking up over Totie’s quip (by this stage, the rest of the band would have likely been on the stage area waiting for Simmons to join them after his interview).
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    Mike Douglas introduces KISS to daytime America.

  

  Following the brief chat with Simmons, Douglas then brings out Vinnie Torro and Louise Heath, the winners of the Florida heat of the “Great KISS Off” contest, the final of which was held at the Woodfield Mall in Schaumburg, Illinois, on June 8, 1974, and was put together as a promotional event for the first album, as well as serving as a fundraiser for St. Jude’s Children Research Hospital in Memphis, Tennessee. Torro and Heath outlasted their rivals to lock lips for over 114 hours, walking away as clear winners. While the first prize was a trip to Acapulco, the winners decided instead to take their prize as a $1,000 cash payment, which they planned to donate to friends in New Jersey who had recently lost their house in a fire. WCFL, the local radio station who helped organize the event along with Casablanca, were moved enough by the gesture to foot the bill for another Acapulco holiday for the deserving winners. Unfortunately, Vinnie Torro would not display a similar degree of kindheartedness in future years, in which he graduated from petty crime and shoplifting to grand theft auto, breaking and entering, and assault with a deadly weapon, before pleading guilty to kidnapping and sexually assaulting a seven-year-old girl in 1982, for which he was committed to a New Jersey psychiatric hospital, where he remained until his death.


  KISS’ segment on The Mike Douglas Show climaxes with the band performing a live version of “Firehouse” in the studio. Douglas introduces the number with a suitable warning, saying “This group, you can hear across country without the benefit of our microphones.” It’s a good performance from the band, even if they seem to be restraining themselves just a little, mindful of where they are and the audience they are playing to. They all look great, playing on a black stage against a black background, Marshall stacks on either side of Peter’s drum kit and the illuminated KISS logo hanging behind them. As they were known to do in their early days, some of the Marshalls were empty cabinets, put on stage to make the band look even larger and more powerful. An electric blue light covers Ace’s area of the stage, bathing the guitarist in a suitably unearthly glow. The band certainly give the midday audience their money’s worth, their performance climaxing with a display of fire-breathing from Gene, as a sea of thick dry ice emerges from within the drum platform and engulfs the group.


  When Dr. Joyce Brothers joined Douglas following the KISS appearance, she quipped, “I think they’re a little too subdued for my taste,” before adding that she bumped into Gene Simmons backstage, who asked her, “Dr. Brothers, do I have a problem?” Looking back on the appearance for the audio commentary on the KISSology Volume One DVD set, Simmons recalled being so nervous during the interview segments that, combined with the hot lights and the skin-tight black leather he was wearing, he could feel the sweat running down the inside of his pants and pooling at the bottom of his boots!


  One of the major benefits of The Mike Douglas Show appearance is that it’s ninety-minute timeslot (with commercials) actually allowed for quite a bit of time to be given over to KISS, something that a new and still-unknown band would never have the luxury of on a prime time show.
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  Unfortunately, while KISS was getting quite a bit of press and coverage, along with notoriety for their live shows, it was not translating into record sales. KISS, the band’s self-titled debut album, had been released on February 18, 1974, but without the aid of a hit single (“Nothin’ to Lose” failed to chart) the LP only managed to reach No. 87 during its first American chart run. To try and stimulate sales, and to help promote the kissing contest, Neil Bogart sent the band back into the studio to record a cover version of Bobby Rydell’s 1959 hit, “Kissin’ Time,” with the lyrics slightly modified to mention the cities in which the kissing contest play-offs were being held. “Kissin’ Time” was released as a single on May 10, but peaked at a disappointing 83 on the Billboard Hot 100, though sales of the album did also spike a little in response to the new single. Initially, the band were advised that “Kissin’ Time” was only going to be released as a single, and they were not happy when the song was added to future pressings of KISS, feeling the song was too obvious and gimmicky and out of step with the tone of the rest of the album.


  When KISS travelled to Toronto to support the New York Dolls at Massey Hall on June 15, 1974, CBC Canada sent their cameras along to film and interview both bands, for inclusion in a report they were putting together on glitter and glam rock. The six-minute segment, which also touched on David Bowie, not only captures KISS onstage (accompanied to the audio of “Strutter” from the show), but includes a brief backstage chat with the band (sweaty and clearly post-show), as well as footage of the four models who were hired to parade around outside the venue in black leotards and KISS-like makeup, passing out promotional pairs of red plastic lips.


  Another early television appearance was on the September 14, 1974, edition of a music show called Boogie, which was produced at the City-TV Studios in Toronto, Canada. Unfortunately, footage of the episode has never surfaced and is long thought to have been lost or destroyed, so little is known about the band’s appearance. A couple of photos have survived showing all four members of KISS sitting down on the set and talking to the two male co-hosts, but it has never been confirmed whether or not the band actually performed live on the show. It was at the City-TV building that the band first encountered record producer Bob Ezrin, who would go on to feature largely in their career at several points over the following two decades.


  With the debut album failing to have its desired impact on the charts, KISS quickly headed out to Los Angeles to record their follow-up, Hotter than Hell, which was released on October 22, 1974. Once again produced by Kenny Kerner and Ritchie Wise, and featuring a creative, Japanese/Manga-flavored cover, Hotter than Hell was a much somber album, a result of both the muddy, murky production, and songs with a darker edge like “Parasite,” “Watchin’ You” and the remarkable “Goin’ Blind,” a Beatle-esque Gene Simmons composition about a 93-year-old man having an affair with a sixteen-year-old girl. While a nice television commercial was put together for the album, narrated by the distinctive Adolf Caesar, featuring some cool footage of the band on stage, as well as clowning around in their hotel room and on a small private plane, Hotter than Hell was another commercial failure for KISS, limping no higher than No. 100 on the Billboard chart and selling even less than the first album.


  Dejected but no less determined, the band retreated back to Electric Lady in New York in February of 1975 to begin work on their next disc. To save money, Neil Bogart would co-produce the album alongside KISS themselves. Released on March 19 and with a runtime of barely thirty minutes, Dressed to Kill had a slicker, and very 70s rock and roll, sound to it, and featured the first appearance of the classic KISS anthem, “Rock and Roll All Nite.” The album did significantly better than the first two, reaching No. 32, but still failed to go gold despite the rising interest in the band and their increasing coverage in the rock press. For the black and white album cover photo, the band decided to present a slightly different visual image, standing on the corner of West 23rd Street and 8th Avenue (New York City) while wearing makeup but dressed in business suits (most of which had to be borrowed from Aucoin, since Peter Criss was the only member of KISS to own a suit at that point). Gene’s chunky white clogs are a particular sight to behold.


  THE MIDNIGHT SPECIAL
Recording Date: April 1, 1975
Air Date: July 11, 1975
Running Time: 90 mins.


  The only significant television appearance KISS made to promote Dressed to Kill was a live performance on The Midnight Special, a late-night musical variety show created by Burt Sugarman which ran on NBC between 1972 and 1981. Filmed at the NBC Studios in Burbank, California, The Midnight Special screened after The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson, in an attempt to capitalize on the huge audience that tuned in for Carson. At the time, none of the big three networks (NBC, CBS, ABC) had programming after 1:00 am, which was when the Carson show ended, so initial ratings for The Midnight Special were very strong, and helped NBC replace some of the revenue lost when tobacco products were banned from being advertised on television a few years earlier.


  KISS taped their Midnight Special performance on April Fool’s Day, 1975, though the episode was not aired until more than three months later, on July 11, by which time Dressed to Kill had pretty much disappeared from the charts. However, it did turn out to be a timely appearance, with anticipation for the band’s upcoming double live album building. For the performance itself, KISS brought along most of their stage set, and tore through four songs: “Deuce,” “C’mon and Love Me,” “She” and “Black Diamond.” The band are in absolute blistering form on The Midnight Special, musically tight, and bristling with energy and confidence. Gene’s makeup starts streaking and getting disfigured from sweat before the first song is even half-way through. The audience seems a little shell-shocked at first, before erupting into applause at the end of “Deuce,” their excitement only growing as the band’s short set progresses.


  KISS gave the studio crowd a great taste of their full show, including a display of fireball flames and smoke bombs, and Ace gets a rocket-firing solo spot at the end of “She,” while Peter absolutely obliterates his drum kit from the top of his fog-shrouded riser as the performance climaxes with “Black Diamond.” Gene, always the trooper, can be seen almost breaking his right ankle at the very start of the set, but quickly recovers and is soon jumping up and down and dropping to his knees like the superhuman young Demon that he is. KISS was still an unknown band to the mainstream American masses in early1975, so they would have no doubt proved to be a startling sight (and sound) to the bored insomniacs and late-night stoners who caught the performance in the original broadcast. Though the band would sport new costumes on the Dressed to Kill tour, they would not debut until May 16 at Cobo Hall in Detroit, so they are still wearing their Hotter than Hell outfits on The Midnight Special.


  


  Directing the KISS performance was Stan Harris, an already twenty-year television veteran, who would later direct the Lynda Carter: Encore! (1980), which featured a segment where the Wonder Woman star paid tribute to KISS with a cover of “I Was Made for Lovin’ You” (see Chapter Thirteen: The KISS Influence). On the episode’s first airing, only “Deuce” and “She” were included from the KISS set, while a repeat broadcast on November 28, 1975, omitted “She” but added “Black Diamond.” Unfortunately, the “C’mon and Love Me” performance was never aired and is thought to be lost.


  Introducing the first KISS segment on The Midnight Special was comedian/actor Flip Wilson, who does so by appearing in a loud, sparkling cowboy suit and saying, “Y’all, my next guests are pretty outrageous in their appearance, so I figured this outfit should make them feel right at home.” For the November 28 broadcast, singer/actress Helen Reddy was brought in as host (she would later work with Simmons on his 1978 solo album).
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  Despite the significant press and heavy touring of the past eighteen months, the financial position for both KISS and Casablanca remained dire. Bill Aucoin was keeping the band on the road thanks to his maxed-out credit cards, while Neil Bogart was hurting after Casablanca spent a fortune on a double album of classic Johnny Carson moments from The Tonight Show, which completely tanked. After three albums that had failed to sell as hoped, there was little enthusiasm for the band to head back to the studio for album number four.


  What KISS did have at this point was a solid list of songs, a stage show that was gaining a reputation as one of the hottest and most exciting around, and a growing base of hardcore fans, who had started calling themselves the KISS Army, after two teenaged fans from Terre Haute, Indiana, Bill Starkey and Jay Evans, bombarded their local rock radio station, WVTS, in an effort to get the band on the air. The KISS Army name caught on, and would soon be used for the band’s official fan club.


  One thing the band members were disappointed with in regard to their recorded output so far, was that none of them had truly captured in the studio the essence of what KISS were like live. The raw power of the songs was missing. Since the concerts were going so well, a natural decision was made to put their live show on wax and release it as a double album. It would be the ultimate document and souvenir of the live KISS experience, and was also a more financially feasible option for Casablanca, who were still bleeding money from the low sales of the studio albums so far (while Dressed to Kill was certainly a commercial improvement over KISS and Hotter than Hell, it had still only managed to sell a little over 110,000 copies in its first three months, a long way from the desired gold status). Alive! would be the memorable and emphatic (if somewhat ironic, in retrospect) title of the new KISS record.


  The first official KISS music clips were filmed on May 15, 1975, at the Michigan Palace in Detroit. The band had set up there for two days of rehearsals, before performing at Cobo Hall on the 16th, their first time headlining the legendary venue. It was also to be one of the concerts recorded by producer Eddie Kramer for the upcoming live album, so the band wanted to be in top form. During the full-dress rehearsal on the 15th, noted rock photographer Fin Costello came in to take the photo that was to be used on the cover of Alive!, as well as some photos for the souvenir booklet that would accompany the first pressings of the album. Bill Aucoin decided to take advantage of the situation to film the band performing two songs from Dressed to Kill, “C’mon and Love Me” and “Rock and Roll All Nite.” Media demand for KISS footage was slowly growing, especially overseas, and having something to send out to areas they were not able to visit personally was especially important. Aucoin directed the four-and-a-half-minute film himself, an economic decision but also a practical one, given his background in musical television. The film has KISS playing to the studio versions of the songs, with crowd noises overdubbed to give it a live feel. To help recreate the atmosphere of a KISS concert, Aucoin also added shots of Gene breathing fire and the stage fireball explosion effect, as well as footage of the band meeting and signing some autographs for fans, and shots of the sold-out Cobo Hall crowd going berserk for their new heroes. When the completed film was sent out to music and entertainment television programs, some would play it in full, but most would just play one of the songs (usually “Rock and Roll All Nite”).


  After teasing its arrival with full-page ads in all the major rock magazines, Alive! exploded into record stores on September 10, 1975, in a deluxe gatefold sleeve that included an eight-page color booklet containing photos of the band in action. The back cover of Alive! was dominated by a photo of a packed Cobo Arena, with two teenaged fans, Bruce Redoute and Lee Neaves, proudly holding up their home-made KISS banner. The record itself was loud, raucous, and incendiary, the songs coming to life with a raw energy that many felt was missing from the studio albums. It was a nervous time for the band. . .if Alive! failed, the KISS machine would likely collapse. Aucoin and Casablanca had nothing left to put into the band. Neil Bogart himself must have been particularly sweating on the results, if mutterings of Casablanca borrowing funds from certain infamous Italian families are true. But no one should have worried. Alive! was exactly what the growing KISS Army needed, and by mid-November of 1975 it was inside the Billboard Top 20, on its way to a high of No. 9, which it attained on December 13. Alive! would quickly go gold and eventually spend 110 consecutive weeks in the Top 200. A bombastic thirty-second television commercial was put together to help promote the album, featuring footage from the Michigan Palace dress rehearsal as well as shots of the Cobo Hall crowd, but was never aired. It’s possible that, since Alive! was already on its way up the charts, Casablanca decided to save the huge expense that buying up commercial airtime can incur. The Alive! commercial remained unseen for decades, before it finally leaked out to the wider KISS community (and YouTube) in 2022, and provides a nice visual artifact from the era.
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    Trade magazine ad for KISS Alive!, the album that would spark a rock and roll revolution.

  

  In the years since its release, it has emerged that Alive! was far from 100% live, with Eddie Kramer admitting that the band returned to Electric Lady to record overdubs for the album. Kramer also artificially beefed up the crowd noises and stage explosions, and claims that Peter Criss’ drum track was the only thing that survived unaltered. Despite this revelation, the album’s stature has not been diminished. In reality, most live albums receive studio touch-ups, and KISS’ demanding stage performance resulted in the occasional musical flub. While the band has not had the album recertified by the RIAA (Recording Industry Association of America)—it is still only officially certified as gold—sales of Alive! over the years would easily have topped three million in the United States alone. The record not only saved KISS and Casablanca, it essentially helped reinvent the live rock album. Even Rolling Stone magazine, long dismissive of the band, ranked Alive! at No. 159 on their 2003 listing of the 500 Greatest Albums of All Time, and in 2015 placed it at No. 6 in their Top 50 Greatest Live Albums of All Time.


  To say that Alive! surpassed even KISS’ most wild expectations would be an understatement. The hard work of the past two years was finally starting to bear fruit. KISS may not yet have been household names, but they were now absolutely the hottest rock band in the minds of millions of American teenagers. As Paul Stanley often recalls saying to his bandmates after Alive! took off: “Strap yourselves in. The roller coaster has well and truly begun.” His words would turn out to be prophetic, in more ways than one.


  Another important event to recognize from this period is the visit which KISS paid to Cadillac High School in Cadillac, Michigan, on October 9 and 10, 1975. The visit to the cozy (only 10,000 residents) lakeside town came about due to a letter which KISS management had received from Jeff Neff, the assistant coach of the school’s football team, the Cadillac Vikings. Apparently, the team were having a lousy season until they began playing KISS music in the dressing room before each game to psych themselves up, winning seven straight games on the way to a conference co-championship. Despite KISS’ increasingly demanding schedule due to Alive! climbing the charts, Bill Aucoin was never one to shy away from a great publicity opportunity. . .not only would KISS travel to Cadillac to meet the team and appear at the Homecoming week celebrations, but would perform a concert in the school gym to the delight of 2,000 wild fans. While Gene breathed fire at the concert, he did not spit blood as a courtesy to school officials, some of whom had expressed distaste over that particular part of the act. The gym was so small the band couldn’t fit their electric KISS logo on the stage, so the fans provided a homemade one for them to use. The band also had breakfast with the school’s admin and city officials, all of whom were wearing KISS makeup, some of which was applied by the band members themselves. The breakfast climaxed with KISS being given the key to the city, before the band headed to the field to wish the team and fans luck, then dramatically flew off in a helicopter that suddenly appeared in the middle of the playing field and flew away, leaving the crowd open-mouthed.


  The Cadillac visit would prove to be a pivotal moment for KISS, because it helped establish their image as a “peoples’ band,” who went out of their way to visit fans in smaller towns that other acts of their stature would ignore. It was also a heavily photographed and filmed event, which means there is a lot of visual record of the band’s two-day visit, including both pro/sound and silent 8mm footage of KISS travelling down Main Street as part of the Homecoming parade, meeting the football team and cheerleaders, and having breakfast with the officials and receiving the key to the city (“After getting the key to the city, I hope you never change the locks,” quips Paul Stanley). While the concert itself is rumored to have been filmed in its entirety, so far only excerpts of the band performing “Deuce,” “Hotter than Hell” and “Black Diamond” seem to have publicly surfaced, and were included as part of KISSology Volume One.
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