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Foreword

I first saw KING KONG VS. GODZILLA on a Saturday afternoon at some point in the early 1970’s, most likely sitting on the living room floor with my face about a foot from the TV screen. Like a good many of you reading this book, I was one of those kids raised on Famous Monsters magazine and weekend horror movie matinees. I grew up outside of Boston, MA., where Channel 56’s Creature Double Feature held sway over my Saturday afternoons. This was before streaming and cable and search windows and channel guides, when the only way to know what was on TV was to pour through the TV Guide. When you did, a title like KING KONG VS. GODZILLA really jumped out at you.

To me, this film was mandatory viewing, depicting, as its poster promised, “The Most Colossal Conflict The Screen Has Ever Known.” What I love about this book is its depiction of the colossal conflict behind the scenes. It is the tale of an eternal struggle. Two titans, like Kong and Godzilla, so alike, yet so different, inextricably linked in a timeless death dance. It is the battle of… SHOW VS. BUSINESS!

“The Show” half of “Show Business” runs on ideas. Writers and directors dream up stories to entertain an audience. Then Business steps in to get them made. The money men and lawyers who marshal the resources to turn the ideas into cinematic reality. In the early 1930s Merian C. Cooper had an idea for a movie about a giant gorilla. As he fleshed his idea out, it took on a Beauty and the Beast angle, where Beast meets Beauty in the savage jungle and then follows her to civilization where he meets his undoing. It was a tremendous story, but Cooper had no idea how to turn it into a motion picture. It was 1931, and what we now call special effects were in their infancy. Enter Willis O’Brien, a special effects technician who had perfected a process called stop-motion animation. Stop motion was based on cartoon animation, only instead of manipulating a painted image a fraction of an inch and then exposing a frame of film, and then another and another and another, O’Brien manipulated an armature, or miniature figure. In the case of Merian C. Cooper’s idea, it was a miniature figure of a giant gorilla. Enter The Business. In this case, RKO Studios, who financed the film. The resulting movie, titled KING KONG was released in1933 and became an instant classic.

Twenty years later, Japanese film director Ishirō Honda had another idea. He wanted to make a Japanese version of KING KONG. He was inspired by a recent news story that told the tragic tale Lucky Dragon No. 5, a Japanese fishing trawler whose crew and cargo were doused with radiation after sailing through the fallout zone of a nearby U.S. military nuclear test. The United States had not issued proper warnings to the surrounding vessels, but as far as the government was concerned, the whole affair amounted to little more than another little nuclear whoopsie.

Ishirō Honda’s idea took the concept of nuclear fallout and turned it into a giant living, breathing monster named Gojira, a combination of the Japanese words for “gorira” (gorilla) and “kujira” (whale). To turn his idea into big screen reality, he employed special effects technician Eiji Tsuburaya. Tsuburaya was in awe of Willis O’Brien’s stop-motion techniques and was eager to try it himself. Unfortunately, the money men, in this case Toho Studios, did not have the time or the budget to take on an endeavor so technically painstaking. Tsuburaya came up with an alternate plan, Suitimation! Which is a very fancy way of saying, “a dude in a Godzilla suit.”

In the hands of Honda and Tsuburaya, this seemingly crude method worked magnificently. Gojira’s ingenious design coupled with the murky, grainy, black and white photography came together to produce a somber, post-atomic masterpiece.

In the cases of both KING KONG and GOJIRA (renamed GODZILLA, KING OF THE MONSTERS! for American audiences), the Show people were happy with the results of their work and the Business people were happy with the profits. In both cases, quickie, inferior sequels were rushed into production, the cute-but-nowhere-near-as-good SON OF KONG and the hey-this-kinda-blows GODZILLA RAIDS AGAIN. Both sequels did well but not as well as their predecessors and both Kong and Godzilla were put on the shelf.

This book tells the behind-the-scenes story of how these two giants were resuscitated and finally met mano-a-mano on the big screen. How the Show people had the initial idea, how the Business people screwed them over and how the Show people had their eventual revenge, only not really. In short, Show Business as usual! Thom Shubilla recounts the story with staggering research combined with his deft, sardonic wit. The result is a peek behind the curtain, truth is stranger than fiction slapstick tale that would make a great movie in and of itself. Hey, there’s an idea!

Dana Gould
Hollywood, CA.

Dana Gould is a writer (The Simpsons, Parks & Recreation, Ted) and comedian. He lives in Los Angeles, CA.
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Preface

King Kong vs. Godzilla was released to theaters in Japan a little under twenty-two years before I was born. By the late 1980s/early 1990s King Kong and Godzilla were household names, so presumably I’ve always at least known of both giant monsters. 

In middle school I immersed myself in horror movies and studied them like sacred texts. My father had a collection of books that included The Golden Turkey Awards, Cult Movies, and The Fifty Worst Films of All Time. I would eagerly check the newspaper listings, hoping to discover a new or obscure film late at night on WVIA, which was our local PBS channel, or one of the thirty-one channels from our Verto Cable provider. The real foundation of my horror education came from the monster movies my father recorded, all stored in black clamshell cases. Robot Monster (1953), Bride of the Monster (1954), and Untamed Women (1952) found their way into our collection thanks to The Canned Film Festival, the short-lived 1986 showcase hosted by Laraine Newman. Each was captured on tape with their spines marked with my father’s unmistakable handwriting. Also, among them sat The Incredibly Strange Creatures Who Stopped Living and Became Mixed-Up Zombies (1964), another strange gem in the Shubilla family film archive. Legend has it that my mother watched The Incredibly Strange Creatures… the day before I was born while on maternity leave. Monsters were destined to be a part of my life.

[image: image]

I saved all those VHS tapes for posterity. Little did I know that I would later reference them in a book. Courtesy of the author’s personal collection

One movie in the collection stands out: King Kong (1933) taped from Philadelphia’s WTAF-TV 29 Sunday Matinee in 1986 complete with local commercials and station inserts. I do not recollect the first time I saw Godzilla, King of the Monsters! (1956) or even if I saw the film before my first viewing of King Kong vs. Godzilla (1962), but I probably first learned about it from the Crestwood House Monsters Series books that I distinctly remember thumbing through in my Holy Name of Jesus Elementary School library.

The first generations of horror movie fans discovered movies from the theater, the next via television and monster movie magazines, and my generation discovered them utilizing the glory of VHS home video. I remember renting the King Kong vs. Godzilla from Video Land, my local video store, which was complete with an amazing horror section, and bringing it home to watch the fight of the century. 

Every school kid had heard the (untrue) urban legend that the Japanese version of the film had a vastly different ending, so I also recall wondering what version I rented—not realizing the film was in English.

By the late 1990s, I was trading classic horror movie VHS tapes with people I met on online message boards or at the Monster Bash horror movie convention. Tape trading greatly expanded my collection, even if they were fourth or fifth-generation duplicates often with less-than-desirable quality. But it was how I saw many Godzilla films for the first time. 

Although many people (including myself) romanticize the era, I’m glad I have DVDs and Blu-rays on my shelf or that I could just watch the movies on-demand and not have to make a deal with someone on an online message board in hopes they hold up their end of the bargain or have to hunt through department store bargain bins for the occasional Godzilla title. However, thinking about it now, it certainly was more exciting.

I believe the subjects of my first two books, “Primetime 1966-1967: The Full Spectrum of Television’s First All-Color Season” and “James Bond and the Sixties Spy Craze,” required more in-depth exploration and discussion on their respective topics. The same applies to King Kong vs. Godzilla. In “King Kong vs. Godzilla: ‘The Most Colossal Conflict the Screen Has Ever Known,’” I examine the film in a historical context, its enduring cultural significance, and the legacy it has created.


Introduction

“An all-mighty new motion picture brings them together in the colossal clash of all-time!” tagline to King Kong vs. Godzilla (1962). 

Although introduced to audiences two decades apart, on two separate continents, by two different movie studios, it was perhaps inevitable that King Kong and Godzilla would be forever intertwined in their respective histories. 

King Kong’s original home, RKO Radio Pictures, was formed in 1929, making it the newest of the “Big Five” Hollywood studios and released musicals, comedies, dramas, thrillers, and westerns throughout its early years. However, in 1933 RKO released its biggest, most innovative, and famous film—King Kong.

In 1954 Toho Studios, Japan’s maker of monsters, produced the film that the studio would be most closely associated with— Godzilla (1954; translated from the Japanese title Gojira), which was renamed Godzilla, King of the Monsters! when it was released in the United States in 1956. 

When Godzilla was released in Japan it set off a chain reaction that put the two famous colossal movie monsters on a collision course which finally came together eight years later. 


Chapter One: Origins of King Kong

“Ladies and gentlemen, look at Kong, the Eighth Wonder of the World!” quote from King Kong (1933).

Like many monster films of the era, King Kong had its origins in literature. The story of King Kong originated from the last work of thriller novelist Edgar Wallace, who in the early 1930s worked for RKO at the behest of the studio’s Merian C. Cooper, who initially envisioned the giant ape. Although Wallace died in 1932, his 110-page work, entitled “The Beast,” was turned into a proper novel and was released posthumously under the title “King Kong” by fellow novelist Delos W. Lovelace. In 1960, Famous Monsters of Filmland (FM) magazine published what Edgar Wallace thought would be the appeal of his literary creation to audiences: 


We who have seen the last remnants of a prehistoric age slithering in the slime of tepid, tropical mud flats, have often wondered what would happen if some thunderous reversal of nature made possible the rebirth of ancient animals. There are many beasts still alive — especially those of the lizard family — that closely resemble the prehistoric monsters. What would happen, now, if dinosaurs came back to life and giant apes again beat their massive breasts in a drumming defiance of mankind?

You may say, ‘What took millions of years to destroy would take another million or so to bring back.’ Granted! But isn’t it an intriguing idea? So, the improbability factor, instead of alarming us, encourages a further exploration of the subject (“Kongfidentially Yours” 24).
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February 1960 edition of Famous Monsters of Filmland included a comprehensive history of King Kong, exclusive photos from horror and science-fiction films, and a sneak peek at films set to be released that year

In that article FM magazine erroneously identified Delos W. Lovelace as the wife of RKO’s King Kong creator, co-Director, and co-Producer, Merian C. Cooper. Five years later, FM corrected the mistake calling it a “KONG-size bombshell.” When editor Forrest J Ackerman was at a meeting of the Miniatures & Special Effects Committee of the Hollywood Museum, he handed Cooper a copy of his article “The Beast” from Famous Monsters of Filmland. Cooper explained, “I just talked with my old friend Delos Lovelace this afternoon…’ and he is positively not my wife!” Adding, “Lovelace was a business associate of mine at the time…Edgar Wallace was supposed to draft the book, but after he died, Delos got the job. He got $600 for it.” Perhaps prophesying about this very moment in time, the magazine also wrote, “Future historians, please note! Delos W. Lovelace was (and is) a male. He is not now nor ever has been married to Merian C. Cooper. He wrote the book ‘King Kong’” (“Mixed Monsters” 73).

Famous Monsters may have made a mistake about Lovelace, but Wallace was correct about Kong. It was the right time for his creation to hit the big screen. 

Although horror movie monsters graced movie screens since the early days of film, the 1930s ushered in the golden era for the genre with the advent of sound. 

A little over two years before the release of King Kong, on February 12, 1931, Universal Studios’ Dracula (1931), starring Bela Lugosi and directed by Tod Browning, premiered in New York and was released nationwide on Valentine’s Day two days later. The film was a success for the studio and is believed to have saved Universal, which at the time was headed by Carl Laemmle, from bankruptcy during the Great Depression. 

Eight months after the release of Dracula, the studio followed up with Frankenstein (1931), starring Boris Karloff. A year to the day of following Dracula’s nationwide release, The New York Times reported that the success of Frankenstein would lead the movie studio to release more horror films (Hall “Men from the Money” 4X).

By mid-1932, Frankenstein and Dracula were already two of the highest-grossing films up to that point in history. Frankenstein was the thirty-fifth highest-grossing film of all time and the fifth highest of the year, earning approximately $1,400,000 in North America, and was the fifteenth highest-grossing film of 1932. Dracula was not far behind in revenue. It was the forty-first highest-grossing film of all time and the eighth highest of 1931, earning $1,200,000 at the North American box office. To put the numbers in perspective, D.W. Griffith’s controversial drama Birth of a Nation (1915) was still being exhibited in 1932 and topped the all-time box office list, earning $10,000,000 (“Film Box Office Leaders 1932”).

Success ushered in a new wave of horror films. After releasing Dracula and Frankenstein, Universal Studios soon added The Mummy (1932), The Old Dark House (1932), and Murders in the Rue Morgue (1932) to its horror ranks. 

Rival studios, large and small, began to follow suit.

•Paramount Studios presented Island of Lost Souls (1932), based on the H.G. Wells novel “The Island of Dr. Moreau.”

•Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) released the cult classic Freaks (1932), directed by Tod Browning.

•United Artists acquired the services of Bela Lugosi for White Zombie (1932).

•Doctor X (1932) was produced by Warner Brothers and released in Technicolor and black and white.

•Low-budget poverty row studio Mayfair Pictures, who mainly made melodramas and mysteries from 1931–1935, produced The Monster Walks (1932).

Although RKO did not produce horror films in the same volume as Universal Studios, they did release three horrors: The Most Dangerous Game (1932), The Monkey’s Paw (1933), and, most notably, King Kong (1933). 
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RKO Studios’ iconic radio tower logo—the first image seen on screen by viewers of King Kong

King Kong, produced and directed by Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack, was released in New York in March 1933 and nationally in April of that year by RKO Radio Pictures. The film was not viewed as an average exploitation horror film, like many non-Universal horror films. Audiences were not only amazed at the film’s stop-motion special effects by Willis H. “Obie” O’Brien, but also taken by the film’s story that is both engaging and timeless.

Following the film’s grand Art Deco-style opening credits and as the music rises, King Kong’s opening intertitles read:


And the prophet said: “And lo, the beast looked upon the face of beauty. And it stayed its hand from killing. And from that day, it was as one dead.” Old Arabian Proverb. 



Audiences were introduced to filmmaker Carl Denham (Robert Armstrong), who was preparing to set sail for an uncharted island off the coast of Indonesia to shoot his newest movie. His expedition was aboard a ship captained by Englehorn (Frank Reicher) and Ann Darrow (Fay Wray) as the film’s newly discovered star. Denham had discovered Darrow, destitute and attempting to steal an apple on the streets of New York, enticing her to take the role with promises of “money, adventure, and fame... the thrill of a lifetime and a long sea voyage.” During the journey, Darrow ultimately falls in love with the ship’s first mate, Jack Driscoll (Bruce Cabot).

The map purchased by Denham became an item of King Kong lore. Although the island is not referred to by name, “Skull Mountain” is noted as a natural landmark on the map; thus, the island became known as “Skull Island” and is even referred to as such in promotional material, forever giving the island the name Skull Island. 

The ship’s crew comes across the island’s inhabitants living in fear of King Kong, whom they worship as a god, and prepare a native woman for human sacrifice to appease him. The inhabitants see Darrow, and, having never seen a blonde woman before, try to trade several of their women in exchange for her to sacrifice to King Kong. Captain Englehorn, who speaks the native’s language, rejects their deal, and the crew returns to the ship. In the middle of the night, the island’s inhabitants capture Ann Darrow and prepare her as a sacrifice to appease the mighty Kong.

In one of cinema’s most iconic scenes, Ann Darrow is offered as “the bride of Kong” and is tied to a sacrificial altar. Ann screams as Kong emerges from the jungle. 

Legend has it that the scream belted out by Wray registered at 81¼ decibels, a record she held for twenty-eight years when it was broken by Audrey Swanson, who registered 81½ decibels in neo-noir Underworld U.S.A. (1961), according to soundman Josh (J.S.) Westmoreland. Although an interesting claim, the story was simply presumed to be a publicity stunt for Underworld U.S.A. and had no basis in fact (“Sets Record” 9). 

Despite her scream, Kong becomes instantly infatuated by Darrow and carries her away into the jungle. Kong encounters prehistoric monsters, perhaps a struggle Kong deals with every day. The ship’s crew tries to rescue Darrow, but must also tussle with the island’s beasts, including Kong himself. Ultimately, the crew rescues Darrow and knocks a rampaging Kong out, who famously crashes through the huge gates meant to prevent Kong from entering the native village, with gas bombs brought along for the expedition. 

Kong is brought to New York City and is put on display in chrome steel chains at what is implied to be the newly constructed Radio City Music Hall. While on display, he is given the now-famous name of “King Kong: The Eighth Wonder of the World.” Reporters begin taking flash photographs of Kong, which sends Kong into a rage, believing the cameras are hurting Darrow. Kong breaks free of his chains and rampages through New York City, destroying an elevated train, which reminds Kong of a giant snake that would roam his island, ripping apart buildings, and munching on pedestrians in a hunt to find Ann Darrow. Although Darrow was whisked away by Driscoll to the supposed safety of her hotel room, Kong ripped Darrow through the hotel’s window. Kong then famously climbs the Empire State Building with Darrow in hand, where he is ultimately shot down by airplanes, but not before gently putting down Darrow. 

The ending was the brainchild of Merian C. Cooper and not found in the original story by Wallace. The ending also gave audiences one of the most iconic lines in film history when Robert Armstrong as Carl Denham quips, “Oh no, it wasn’t the airplanes. It was beauty killed the beast,” next to the fallen body of Kong. Bringing the film full circle to the opening intertitles. 

Willis O’Brien and his animation team provided the stop-motion animation to bring King Kong to life on the screen. O’Brien’s work on the film, groundbreaking for its time, became one of the most influential pieces of work in special effects and stop-motion animation. 

The process of stop-motion animation is labor-intensive and time-consuming, and involves moving meticulously-crafted miniature models frame by frame and photographing them to create the illusion of movement when played back at normal speed. O’Brien’s team spent a year painstakingly planning and animating each frame of footage, manipulating the miniature models with precision to achieve the film’s realistic movement and expression. The animators would typically shoot several seconds of footage per day, with each second of screen time requiring hundreds of individual frames. 

O’Brien was one of the earliest pioneers of stop-motion animation. His initial experimentation with stop-motion led O’Brien to create his earliest work, The Dinosaur and the Missing Link: A Prehistoric Tragedy (1915), a five-minute short distributed by Thomas Edison’s Conquest Pictures. O’Brien would continue to create silent prehistoric stop-motion films throughout his early career, most notably The Lost World (1925). 

Creatures O’Brien created for King Kong include King Kong, the Tyrannosaurus Rex, Stegosaurus, a Brontosaurus, flying Pteranodon, a two-legged lizard, a giant snake, and a pit of giant spiders. The pit of giant spiders was infamously cut from the film and has long been considered “lost media.”

To create the illusion of King Kong interacting with live-action actors and environments, O’Brien employed a cinematic technique known as rear projection. This involved filming the live-action footage and then projecting it onto a screen behind the miniature set, allowing the animators to synchronize Kong’s movements with the actions of the human actors. O’Brien also employed large-scale models, such as Kong’s giant torso and giant hand. The process paid off. O’Brien’s process gave King Kong a life-like feel to the giant monster, rather than something that felt like a special effect. 

King Kong was an unlikely success. While movies like Dracula and Frankenstein were based on popular Gothic Horror novels and were well-known within popular culture (both were stage productions and made into silent films), King Kong was perhaps the first film sold to audiences on its special effects. 

King Kong roared into theaters and quickly became one of the most popular films of the era. 

Max Steiner’s orchestral score was a groundbreaking achievement, marking the first of its kind for a “talkie” film. His composition brings a sense of grandeur befitting a giant monster spectacle. The score was woven into the film’s overture, immersing audiences in a spectacle that felt as grand as a night at the opera. Following King Kong, Steiner would go on to notably score Gone with the Wind (1939), The Informer (1935), Jezebel (1938), Dark Victory (1939), Casablanca (1942), Now, Voyager (1942), Adventures of Don Juan (1948), Johnny Belinda (1948), The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1948) and A Summer Place (1959).

Audiences flocked to King Kong’s New York premieres on March 2, 1933, at Radio City Music Hall and RKO Roxy Theaters. According to advertisements, it was “Big enough to play the world’s two greatest theaters at the same time! 10,000 seats—10 shows daily.” The premiere date showings even featured a stage show complete with “Jungle rhythms… brilliant musical production… ballet, soloists, chorus, Roxyettes1, symphony orchestra, (and) modern marvels of stagecraft and lighting” (Radio City Show Place of the Nation Advertisement 71).

The premiere was a gala event that harkened back to the lavish events held before the Great Depression, with thrilled capacity crowds (Thirer “King Kong Captures” 621; Barnes “Hollywood Parades Again” 6; “A 50-Foot Ape” 124; “Hollywood’s Mighty Ape” 128; Hall “A Fantastic Film” 28).

One week later King Kong had its West Coast premiere on March 10, 1933, at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre in Los Angeles. The event, which was given a “Beauty and the Beast” theme was emceed by RKO’s The Most Dangerous Game (1932) star Joel McCrea and featured appearances by stars Fay Wray, Bruce Cabot, and Robert Armstrong. Playing twice a day in its opening weeks King Kong was called a “cannot avoid a record run…every spectator a human twenty-four sheet2“ (Advertisement for King Kong “The Biggest Money” 18). 

Although the attendance was strong, not every show was a sellout at Grauman’s. The Los Angeles Times reported that King Kong “did not draw a banner movie audience.” The paper also unknowingly predicted the specialized genre films that would be produced by Hollywood in the upcoming years and decades. “The picture apparently appealed rather to the technicians of Hollywood.” Also noting that films, “used to pack everybody in…now they come in special groups. Stars are drawn by other stars… The technicians have now had their big inning. Who next?” (The Premiere Audience” 19) 

King Kong opened in theaters throughout the country within the next several weeks. To promote the movie, radio trailers exclaimed:


KING KONG is coming!

A monster!

All-powerful!

Beating down all weapons, smashing all barriers! You won’t believe your eyes! Here he comes — listen!



The radio commercial concluded with what monster movie magazine Famous Monsters of Filmland writer and editor Forrest J Ackerman later called the “roar heard ‘round the world, the bellow that sounded like all Grand Canyon filled with bull-apes: the thunder cry of KING KONG” (“Kongfidentially Yours” 24). 

RKO serialized the story of King Kong for a fifteen-episode radio broadcast that ran for eight weeks on NBC Radio. Newspapers ran a six part/five column comic strip to promote the film featuring artwork by Glen Cravath, a King Features Syndicate comic artist and RKO poster designer. 

By the end of the month the film became a success, and not just in New York and Los Angeles. RKO ran advertisements in newsprint boasting… 

•Baltimore’s Hippodrome Theater held the film over for a second week for the first time in the theater’s history, breaking existing records. 

•Kong saw the “greatest day of attendance since Labor Day” in Detroit.

•Washington D.C. saw two and a half times the normal number of tickets sold for King Kong. Boston, Buffalo NY, Newark NJ, Trenton NJ, Utica, and White Haven reported similar numbers (Advertisement for King Kong “The Biggest Money” 18).

As for the film itself, New York Times critic Mordaunt Hall wrote an article with the on-the-nose title of “A Fantastic Film in Which a Monstrous Ape Uses Automobiles for Missiles and Climbs a Skyscraper” following King Kong’s premiere about the film’s impressive cinematography and interesting plot. “At both the Radio City Music Hall and the RKO Roxy, which have a combined seating capacity of 10,000, the main attraction now is a fantastic film known as King Kong. It essays to give the spectator a vivid conception of the terrifying experiences of a producer of jungle pictures and his colleagues, who capture a gigantic ape, something like fifty feet tall, and bring it to New York.” Then added, “The narrative is worked out in a decidedly compelling fashion, which is mindful of what was done in the old silent film, The Lost World. Through multiple exposures, processed ‘shots’, and a variety of angles of camera wizardry the producers set forth an adequate story and furnish enough thrills for any devotee of such tales. Although there are vivid battles between prehistoric monsters on the island which Denham, the picture maker, insists on visiting, it is when the enormous ape, called Kong, is brought to this city that the excitement reaches its highest pitch. Imagine a 50-foot beast with a girl in one paw climbing up the outside of the Empire State Building, and after putting the girl on a ledge, clutching at airplanes, the pilots of which are pouring bullets from machine guns into the monster’s body.” (Hall “A Fantastic Film” 28).

Hall also reported the audience’s reaction. “Needless to say, that this picture was received by many a giggle to cover up fright. Constant exclamations were issued from the Radio City Music Hall yesterday,” remarked Hall. “’What a man!’ observed one youth when the ape forced down the great oaken door on the island. Human beings seem so small that one is reminded of Defoe’s ‘Gulliver’s Travels.’ One step and this beast traverses half a block. If buildings hinder his progress, he pushes them down, and below him, the people look like Lilliputians3“ (Hall “A Fantastic Film” 28).

Variety published two stellar reviews of King Kong.

“If properly handled the picture should gather good grosses in a walk. The film appeals to the imagination, and the exploitation should follow the same trend,” wrote the trade magazines’ columnist Joe Bigelow. Bigelow went on to call King Kong “highly imaginative and super goofy, yarn is mostly about a 50-foot ape who goes for a five-foot blonde” (Bigelow “King Kong Review” 14). 

Cecelia Ager of Variety observed, “Despite all her experiences with picture beasties, Fay Wray can’t seem to condition herself against the horrid old things. She’s just as terrified at King Kong, she screams quite as shrilly as if she couldn’t remember from her past encounters that she will surely be saved at the end,” alluding to her roles in Doctor X (1932), The Most Dangerous Game (1932), The Vampire Bat (1933), and Mystery of the Wax Museum(1933). Adding “Miss Wray’s reaction to Kong makes mincemeat of the fearless modern girl theory. She’s not only scared to death, but she completely loses her head. She won’t learn that Kong is her friend. No, she screams and writhes and wriggles and kicks every time she’s cradled in his love-lorn paw. Even when he scales the Empire State Building with her firmly in one hand, she carries on so vehemently it seems she wants to be let go so she can be dashed to the ground eighty stories below. She just has no foresight. Strange girl, Miss Wray” (Ager “King Kong Review”).

Other publications followed suit. 

•Box Office magazine’s Leighton Early noted the film’s technical excellence: “King Kong is the most spectacular motion picture, from a photographic standpoint, ever ground out of a movie camera” (KONGfidentially Yours 30–31).

•Editors of Screenplay called King Kong “Breath-taking, fascinating!” and said, “Words are inadequate to express the thrills and unusual entertainment values of this absorbing product of directorial and imaginative genius” (KONGfidentially Yours 30–31).

•“The ultimate in mystery-manufacturing.” wrote Associated Press’s Reiman Morin (KONGfidentially Yours 30–31).

•Harrison Carroll, Hollywood gossip columnist at the Los Angeles Herald-Express called the film, “A triumph of the bizarre” (KONGfidentially Yours 30–31).

•The World-Telegram believed the film to be the “Very best of all the screen thrillers” (Radio City Show Place of the Nation Advertisement 71).

•The American noted the film was “A truly colossal achievement” (Radio City Show Place of the Nation Advertisement 71).

•New York’s Daily News wrote that King Kong was a “spectacular bolt of celluloid” that has “thrilled movie audiences” (Radio City Show Place of the Nation Advertisement 71).

•The Stockton Evening and Sunday Record in Stockton, California published, “courage is needed to see King Kong” and called it “The greatest horror film in recent years” (“Courage” 7). 

•King Kong was made for approximately $672,254.75 and RKO quickly made a healthy profit with King Kong earning $1,856,000 at the box office in 1933 alone (Jewel “RKO Film Grosses” 14).

The film’s success was even seen as a step in the right direction for the United States’ economy. 

In March 1933, America started to come out of the depths of the Great Depression with the election of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, who promised the policies, reforms, and programs needed to lift the country back into prosperity. This was good news for moviemakers and theaters struggling to stay in business. The March 7, 1933, edition of Variety featured the headline “Banks Bump Box Offices,” and King Kong was cited as one of the movies that helped boost box office numbers (“Banks Bump” 1).

RKO took out full-page advertisements in Variety exclaiming, “No money yet New York dug up $89,931 in 4 days to see King Kong at Radio City. Setting a new all-time world record for attendance of any indoor attraction” and “Banks open! Confidence restored! America is around ‘that corner’, America is going to spend! King Kong heads the parade of hit pictures that
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