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Pal in his office at MGM, circa 1960, with his illustration of The Time Machine’s Sphinx on his drawing board. (Courtesy of David Pal, Trustee, George Pal Trust.)




FOREWORD

I love Science Fiction – that’s why all my life I keep returning to it as the main theme of my movies. It offers unlimited possibilities for entertainment, education, awe and imagination. It shows us what we are and where we may be going. No other theme seems so able to involve not only individual humanity, but all humanity, to foretell the destiny of one and the destiny of all.

Where are we going? Can anything but science fiction really tell us? We are in a remote corner of a vast and unyielding universe with only our intelligence to ferret out its secrets and survive. For centuries mankind has been frozen in an eternal now – the daily struggle to live from dawn to dusk. Now the present seems a blur; the future roars down upon us like a demon train from Hell. How we can cope with the problems of the present has long engaged the thoughts of the world’s greatest writers. How we can, and must, cope with the future – that is the realm of the creators of science fiction. It is a new task, but in these days when we have largely wasted the legacy of earth, it is of supreme importance.

Did H. G. Wells adequately warn us of the perils of runaway science in The Island of Dr. Moreau? The warnings of Things to Come in 1936 became the newsreels of 1940. Destination Moon, once fantasy, now is fact! Spaceships now ply the void in search of alien life. Will the result be that foretold in The Day the Earth Stood Still – or in The Thing? Is our future that of Soylent Green, The Time Machine or Planet of the Apes? Will it be 1984 or the evolution of 2001? Which are the Cassandras and which the visionaries of a Brave New World?

The story-tellers of old had only the magic of their words; today a Star Wars can thunder on the screens of a hundred thousand theaters on all the continents. How rewarding it has been for me to spend a lifetime helping to film the dreams and visions, even the warnings, of the creators of science fiction. Where are we going? They can tell us, for as long as we can imagine, our race is young and can survive!

- George Pal. “Introduction to Science Fiction Series. First Day Postal Cover.” October 6, 1977

Foreword: Copyright © The George Pal Estate- 2022. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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Pal gesturing expressively during an interview. (Courtesy of David Pal, Trustee, George Pal Trust.)




Introduction: Once Cannot Choose but Wonder…

“I like the challenge, the pioneering spirit, of doing something that’s different. If somebody says to me, ‘Here is something impossible,’ then I’m already interested. Nothing is impossible in motion pictures.”

- George Pal to Jeff Rovin, 1977.

George Pal was honored throughout his lifetime in countless ways, from a shelf-full of Academy Awards to honors at one of the first San Diego Comic-Cons. But the inscription on what may be the very last award he ever received summed-up perfectly why Pal remains revered, revived, and beloved: “For Outstanding Contributions to Tomorrow.”

From 1950 until 1964– arguably science fiction cinema’s most formative era-- Pal was the American film industry’s top SF filmmaker and its preeminent futurist, a producer/director of rarest and most intense imagination. He paved the way for every conscientious science fiction filmmaker to come by staunchly defending and gambling on his patron genre when it was a ghetto, its fantastic concepts widely dismissed as pure juvenilia.

And never did he rally harder for that genre than in 1949 and 1950 while prepping and filming his second feature film, Destination Moon. In spite of endless doubters who ridiculed Pal’s realistic, full-color portrayal of a seemingly impossible Moon voyage, Pal contended that it wasn’t cheap gimmickry, but “A documentary of the near future.”

In 1949, two reporters from the early Los Angeles news show “City at Night” visited the film’s set, where Pal told them that he chose to make it because it was something “different, unusual,” like his fanciful animated shorts, the Puppetoons, before it. One reporter, in the warmly condescending tones of an adult speaking to a wildly imaginative six-year-old, replied that Pal was “still living in the world of fantasy, though?”

“Yes,” Pal said. “In a way. But we think this is actually very near tomorrow.”

“Really?” the other reporter gasped.

The results were, as SF giant Isaac Asimov put it, “the first intelligent science fiction movie made.” Not only did Destination Moon ignite the science fiction film boom of the 1950s, thereby fathering the single most lucrative and popular film genre of the next seven decades, but, in July, 1969, NASA vindicated Pal with Apollo 11. Pal proved that not only was high-quality, mature science fiction cinema marketable, but also frequently only once-removed from tomorrow’s reality.

Pal’s admirers and imitators within the film industry are legion. Director Steven Spielberg, who loved Pal’s films enough to remake his The War of the Worlds, told critic Richard Schickel, “There hadn’t been a movie as [well] researched and interesting to me [as Destination Moon] without aliens, and UFOs, and ‘earth vs. the flying saucers’ until 2001: A Space Odyssey. I actually feel that Destination Moon is the father of 2001… although I never could get Stanley [Kubrick] to admit that he ever saw it.”

When director James Cameron interviewed Spielberg for his series, James Cameron’s Story of Science Fiction (2018), Cameron praised Spielberg for having “created a vision of cinema that I don’t think had existed before.” Spielberg replied, “Well, there’s always a guy ahead of all of us. There’s a whole bunch of guys ahead of me. George Pal, Stanley Kubrick, Willis O’Brien.” Notably, Spielberg named Pal first.

Later in that same interview, Spielberg said, “I did an homage in E.T. because of my love for the George Pal War of the Worlds”—the moment where Spielberg’s E.T. places his long fingers on the young hero Elliott’s shoulder was based on a similar scene in The War of the Worlds, only in a very different tone.

“… The first time I really felt suspense [at the movies],” Spielberg said, “was I was very young and saw a movie, and it was a reissue, called Destination Moon. Another George Pal film. When that first moon voyage lands and they can’t get off the moon unless they take several tons of weight out of the ship itself, I remember as a kid not being able to sit still … I didn’t realize suspense starts at the stomach. And it goes up to the throat. And then it comes out as a scream.”

Although Spielberg’s remake of The War of the Worlds was a sold film in its own right, other remakes or attempted remakes of Pal’s films have never come close to equaling them. Pop superstar Michael Jackson, for one, spent a small fortune developing a remake of Pal’s 7 Faces of Dr. Lao as a starring vehicle for himself. Pal’s When Worlds Collide prefigures the planet-killing comets of recent films like Greenland and Don’t Look Up, and mega-producers Richard Zanuck and David Brown (Jaws) had already tried remaking it in the wake of Star Wars.

But remakes and tributes barely begin to touch on how strongly Pal’s films resonates with modern fantasists. “Another influence of mine was George Pal,” said director Peter Jackson (The Lord of the Rings). “I remember traveling on a train when I was very young so that I could watch [Pal’s] The [Wonderful World of the] Brothers Grimm. George Pal, interestingly enough, tried to make The Hobbit a long, long time ago in the early ’70s and no one was interested. But, you know, that’s a visionary. All of these guys [science fiction filmmakers of Pal’s era] were visionaries who, through their imagination, could inspire others. And that’s what fantastic cinema should do: it should inspire the generation that’s coming behind—raise the bar.”

When director/producer Guillermo Del Toro (Pan’s Labyrinth) received the George Pal Memorial Award at the 2008 Saturn Awards, he told the audience: “I would love nothing more than to know what it is like to see a movie—for example, Hellboy 2—when you’re with a ten-year-old kid. I would love to be there when that happens and I would love to dream of one of my films inspiring a kid … to dedicate his life to film, like so many films have before—especially from George Pal—inspired me.”

Ben Burtt, the Academy Award-winning wizard behind the sound design of the Star Wars films, among many other classics, is an avowed admirer of Pal’s films, and has contributed notably to scholarship related to them. “I’ve spent so much of my career creating sounds of exotic technology: blasters, thermal detonators, sonic charges, endless ambient sounds in different rooms of spaceships and Death Stars,” Burtt explains. “And you get deeply into ‘Well, what would this place sound like? And how can I describe it with sound? What feelings do I want?’ And, so, when I listen to The War of the Worlds and The Time Machine, I just see a very successful modeling of that creative process. And I certainly can’t escape the inspiration of War of the Worlds in terms of the weapons sounds.”

Visual effects genius Phil Tippett, creator of countless classic movie aliens and monsters for the Star Wars series, Jurassic Park, and Dragonslayer, recalls Pal’s work as a major formative influence on his own work. “Maybe my first introduction to his movies … [was] my dad took me to the drive-in to see The Time Machine, which I thought was terrific,” Tippett says. “And gradually I became aware of actually who he was and where he fit into the historical pantheon. And whenever there was a George Pal movie, I went to see it.

“At that time, in the ’50s and early to mid-’60s, there was either Ray Harryhausen or Disney or George Pal. And that was really it-- they kind of ran the best shows for fantasy stuff … As soon as I became aware of who was who, I would just go as soon those pictures were released—save up my lawnmowing money and go pay twenty-five cents to see them.” In Pal’s films, Tippett cites the stop-motion sequences in The Wonderful World of the Brothers Grimm and the Loch Ness Monster in 7 Faces of Dr. Lao as “huge influences … You just kind of internalize a lot of this stuff and when you do your own work, you unconsciously hold a lot of that stuff. And somehow, in some way, it leaks out. It just becomes part of your DNA.”

As these testimonials indicate, Pal always seemed to be a decade or two ahead of his audiences and contemporaries, and, judging by his familiarity with it, space seemed to be his second home. He shared a gift of foresight with H. G. Wells, whose novels he transferred so wonderfully to celluloid. The opening titles of several Pal films tellingly place them in “Tomorrow, or the day after tomorrow.” He was already there in the 1950s, supplying mid-century moviegoers with dispatches of things to come… and all of his SF films were in full color, no less. Pal saw the immense popular, intellectual, and cultural possibilities of science fiction decades before Star Wars or its mega-spectacular offspring. In his era, Pal presciently predicted, “I expect this trend [in film] to continue to the extent that eventually science-fiction will take the place of westerns as the box-office and entertainment old reliable.”

His films have sometimes been excessively criticized, usually by the unimaginative and literal-minded, and frequently because of their scripts, which are frequently their weakest point. But as Pal’s collaborator Richard Matheson wrote, in terms of science fiction concepts, “Hollywood, as in all areas of imaginative thinking, is years behind the pace.” In Pal’s defense, science fiction films have traditionally presented ideas that were first popularized in the genre’s literature decades earlier. But movies aren’t literature: they are a visual medium, and therefore they primarily—though far from exclusively-- operate at a visual level and are frequently best appreciated on it.

While discussing meddling studio executives that he had tangled with, Pal noted their basic misinterpretation of these kinds of SF filmmaking fundamentals: “They didn’t realize the importance of visual effects on the screen,” he said. The executives “are always looking for a ‘boy meets girl’ type of story, and that’s the only thing they understand. They mostly read dialog, because they think dialog is a good motion picture; which it is not! In my opinion, a motion picture is exactly what it says, the motion of a picture… Acting which is not particularly well done, or pictures which are not particularly well written are successful—and visually, they are interesting.”

But to call Pal’s films merely visually interesting is akin to describing Busby Berkeley’s production numbers as minor feats of hoofing. At their best, Pal’s films resemble ornate, colorful, and beautifully wrought storybooks—fitting for the man who chronicled the lives of the Brothers Grimm and their five-and-a-half-inch creation tom thumb. In Pal’s enchanted cinematic universe, he saved the world multiple times with the help of the occasional miracle. He also obliterated the Earth or at least leveled it, always saving select pockets of mankind to rebuild, like in When Worlds Collide. (Pal’s collaborator Robert Bloch once described him as “a man with a lengthy criminal record for destroying the world.”) He orchestrated a full-scale Martian invasion in The War of the Worlds in glorious Technicolor. He propelled a Victorian inventor in The Time Machine over 700,000 years into the future, and brought him back to tell of the magnificence and horror he had witnessed there. He recreated the lost continent of Atlantis, and sent it roaring into the ocean in volcanic agony. In 7 Faces of Dr. Lao, he played ringmaster to an insuperable circus boasting attractions like Merlin the magician and a menagerie stocked with cryptids like the Abominable Snowman and the Loch Ness Monster. In Houdini, he resurrected the world’s greatest magician long enough to tell his all-too-brief life story, and, as always, the subject was apropos of Pal himself: like Houdini, Pal forged a career out of convincingly making the impossible possible.

If a viewer has any appreciation for films of a fantastic nature or for animation, Pal’s films remain revelations. They spill over with awe-inspiring images that have been lodged in his audiences’ collective memories over the seven decades since he entered the feature film arena. Take your pick—there are the gleaming Luna and Space Ark in Destination Moon and When Worlds Collide, respectively, the epitome of classic, streamlined spacecrafts; Chesley Bonestell’s breathtaking matte painting of the lunar surface in Destination Moon, far lovelier than the genuine article; and The War of the Worlds’ sleek Martian war machines, and their cobra-headed heat rays’ persistent, otherworldly, satanic thrumming. And then there’s Pal’s most iconic artifact, the quintessentially Victorian Time Machine.

But aside from their visual flair, his films are distinguished by their poignancy, like when The Time Machine’s Filby wistfully notes in his Scottish lilt that his best friend George has “all the time in world.” Or Sylvia and Clayton’s desperate, seemingly doomed embrace as the world shatters around them during The War of the Worlds. All of these marvels, grand or no bigger than Pal’s tom thumb, visual or emotional or both, add up to one of the most formidable and influential bodies of work in the fantastic film pantheon.

Pal’s movies were also successful in his heyday and remain so because, overall, they’re very, very easy to enjoy: he made them as broadly commercially viable as he thought possible. “Selling is the essential thing,” Pal explained to journalist William Weaver, “the thing a producer has got to think of before he selects his story, or subject. There’s no use in making a fine picture if nobody’s going to see it.” Pal’s boxoffice record bore him out, for many years.

The audiences that thronged to his films were no doubt won over by those movies’ obvious love for humanity and of all things awe-inspiring. His films are deeply humanistic, tending to show humans at their best; self-sacrifice is one of his films’ steadiest leitmotifs. Pal’s cinema focuses on a brighter, more uplifting world, even in the wake of catastrophe, than most people will ever experience. “I’m alive,” Pal’s mystical Dr. Lao quietly exalts, “and being alive is fantastic.”

Part of Pal’s films’ perennial popularity and staying power is “about charm,” says director Bill Malone (House on Haunted Hill, Fear Dot Com), “I think it probably comes from him. I think he was just a good guy, and that permeates his films.

“Any filmmaker can make a picture and there is some reflection of the people who make it. We all see films that are technically good somehow, but that lack any heart or soul. His films are just likeable. And that’s something I don’t think any amount of talent can buy you. It just comes out of his personality.”

Pal’s own sweetness does permeate his films and gives them an instantly recognizable flavor because he was truly their auteur. He didn’t merely secure financing for his productions-- he began by choosing his own properties, often developed them with his own money, contributed heavily to their visual design, and then oversaw their production. “A real producer must be at least half artist,” Pal once remarked. Being, among other things, a skilled graphic artist and designer himself, Pal was, without a doubt, “a real producer.”

An apt description of Pal’s holistic contributions to his films appeared long after his death in a South American science fiction magazine, La Cosa: “Pal era el autor de sus peliculas. Aun cuando las dirigia otro, sus films eran 100% suyos” -- “Pal was the author of his films. Even when they were directed by others, his films were 100% his.”

And more than any other facet of his character that he imbued his films with, there was hope. Critic Bob Stephens has aptly described Pal as “Science fiction’s great optimist,” and his films are, indeed, singularly upbeat and light-hearted, especially those that he directed. As the 1970s and ’80s rolled around, this attitude in science fiction films—redolent of the prior, more hopeful generation—was deemed passé. Pal’s career waned because he wasn’t making films that suited the genre’s darker, more cynical New Wave, whose futuristic visions generally fell somewhere on the more apocalyptic side of Philip K. Dick.

“I don’t share the pessimistic approach to many science fiction themes,” Pal explained, “and that everything is bad and will continue to be in the future—because it’s not! I think we’re living better today than we lived fifty or twenty-five years ago, and that the average man has a happier existence. I think in fifty or one hundred years from now, it will be even happier!” Conversely, Pal seemed unable to handle darker material; his adaptations of edgy novels usually wound up somehow “Disneyfied.”

Though his work sometimes veered off into excessive sentimentality, Pal’s overriding concern with his films’ quality and integrity elevated them into something remarkable. Unlike the genre hacks of his day, Pal wasn’t interested in Gothic or monster movies disguised as science fiction, but, he said, he took science fiction “very seriously.” More unusually, though, many of Pal’s feature films and several of his abortive projects were scripted by the finest fantasists of his day, including the likes of Robert Heinlein, Richard Matheson, and Rod Serling. That creative choice by Pal, even today, after decades of enormously financially successful genre fare, remains a rarity among science fiction filmmakers. That these authors seldom spoke ill of Pal makes him that much more of a rarity among producers, a mob infamous for misunderstanding and bastardizing fantasists’ work.

But Pal’s devotion to science fiction wasn’t shared by the Hollywood studios that patronized him. His movies were almost inevitably compromised by the strained and threadbare conditions under which he was forced to create them. “Pal didn’t make his films with the studios,” says animator Steve Wathen, “he made them in spite of them.” He was pioneering the nascent genre at a time when financing his brand of effects-laden, interplanetary adventures was an ordeal—even for his biggest hits. “I spend a year preparing a picture and eight years getting an OK on it,” Pallamented.

That risk-taking attitude made him virtually unique, working as he did in the 1950s as a genre specialist within the studio system. Pal’s devotion to the genre was far greater than even talented studio science fiction hands like Jack Arnold at Universal. Why was gambling on science fiction so attractive to Pal? He explained one obvious reason to a South American reporter: “In the movies, this was something almost unexploited.” Hollywood may have stonewalled him, but mid-century America, with its profound belief in the progressive and interdependent nature of the future and technology, offered the ideal climate for Pal to work in. That same optimism about the future radiates from his first—and most important-- decade of feature films.

But Pal’s features are far from the sum total of his life’s work. His smooth, elegant, and eminently musical Puppetoons and European animated advertisements are arguably his masterworks. Using complex replacement animation technology, Pal and his animators crafted a whimsical, visually stunning world of wild and elastic puppets, beginning in Europe with films like his early musical revues and early attempts at classic fairy tales. Pal’s puppet films weren’t mere escapist confections, though. They displayed a more pensive side in insightful and brilliant animated shorts like “John Henry and the Inky Poo” and the anti-Nazi “Tulips Shall Grow” and “Bravo Mr. Strauss.” In spite of their vast artistic refinement and winning warmth, they remain largely unseen, however, due mainly to Pal’s folkloric “Jasper” series, chronicling the adventures of young, rural black boy.

His “Jasper” films are inarguably offensive to many modern sensibilities, but Jasper wasn’t Pal’s sole black character. Pal also warmly focused another Puppetoon on Duke Ellington, who he glorified on-camera without a trace of stereotyping in “Date With Duke.” Even more so, Pal’s “John Henry” is a hymn to the human spirit, with one of the most moving and affectionate portrayals of a black hero in 1940s American cinema, animated or live-action. It should also be duly noted that Pal’s 1955 film Conquest of Space featured the cinema’s first black astronaut–a member of an integrated, multi-racial space crew.

Not everyone has a bone to pick with Pal’s animation, though, including many modern fantasy filmmakers and animators. “A large part of his [Pal’s] appeal is, to me, the Puppetoons, and the Philips radio ads that preceded them,” says filmmaker Joe Dante (the Gremlins series, Matinee). “They’re just gorgeous, and may be, artistically, the best things he ever did, because there’s more perfection. They’re only seven minutes long—it’s a lot easier to be a perfect seven minutes than a perfect seventy-five minutes. They really are ripe for rediscovery and restoring.”

“I’m a big fan of the Puppetoons,” says director/animator Henry Selick (The Nightmare Before Christmas, Wendell and Wild). “I think they’re some of the most marvelous shorts ever made.” He cites Pal’s “Hoola Boola” as a personal favorite: “It’s incredibly beautiful design. It’s kind of like the early Walt Disney shorts also had an elegance and simplicity and readability and FUN… And that’s what I get in that.”

And fun, imagination, and grander matters still were what Pal’s films abounded in. Pal once expressed a kind of mission statement for his career and its true focus to columnist Bob Battle: “Imagination is man’s most precious commodity, and a fine idea deserves a quality setting… As producer, I endeavor to bring all the component parts together, to bring them into fruition in a rich, exciting way… No matter how marvelous the source material is, it can be made ineffectual by careless preparation.

“These are genres in which no holds are barred,” Pal continued, “where anything and everything is possible, where a man may pursue his vision no matter how wildly improbable or remote it may be.

“The screen makes it possible to destroy the world and recreate it another way and by the same token the producer can create a totally new kind of universe to the bewilderment of the audience…

“Why should man be content to be rooted to life’s banalities when he can soar free?”

This soaring imagination defined George Pal. That his films seldom boasted major marquee names was inconsequential. As he told Howard McClay, “Special effects are my stars,” which he proved repeatedly. And ironically, though Pal’s name became synonymous with awe-inspiring high-tech gadgetry and technical wizardry, Pal himself was far from technically inclined. In the words of his son, David, “He couldn’t even change a sparkplug.” Technology “was not his cup of tea,” Pal’s secretary Gae Griffith added. “He was the artist.”

Neither a technocrat nor a mechanic, Pal was an artistic Old-World gentleman. Possessed of great courtliness and graciousness, Pal’s colleagues remembered him almost universally warmly. Some said that he reminded them of Pinocchio’s papa, Gepetto. Ray Bradbury best summed up their collective opinion of him: “He was a gentleman, and I loved him.”

“There really are no anecdotes that stand out about George because he was always the same man,” actor Ron Ely, Pal’s “Doc Savage,” recalls. “He was pleasant and nice and very talented. That makes for good movies and relationships, but it takes someone a little crazier to make for good anecdotes.”

Wild, Pal was not, but he was enigmatic. A reserved man who had survived more than his share of hardships, Pal’s childhood was apparently so unhappy that, after leaving his hometown in Hungary, he seldom if ever breathed a word of it again. He also lost virtually everything he owned twice: first, upon leaving Holland for the United States in 1939, and again during Los Angeles’s 1961 Bel Air fire. But, as several of his associates observed, the tougher his situation became, the less Pal let on.

Oddly enough, it was actor William Phipps who most perceptively described Pal’s secretive side. Phipps, who was vaporized in The War of the Worlds, recalled, “George Pal was very much the European, mannerly gentleman, very cordial, always smiling, very accommodating—‘How good to see you,’ ‘How nice of you’—and you never knew who he was or what he was or what he was thinking! You know the type! There was something indeterminate about him.” Others close to Pal agreed that, for whatever reason, Pal often “played his cards close to his chest.” In an industry as hostile as the movies, Pal’s courtly manners and his reserved nature became his suit of armor. In spite of his impeccable reputation and many friends, he was, at heart, closed, guarded, and almost impossible to fully know.

Despite the many years of intensive research that went into this book, Pal’s innermost being remains elusive. I feel that I’ve seldom if ever glimpsed his deepest feelings for long—few people ever did, it seems. His life and thoughts remain frequently vague. Pal left no diary, no unpublished autobiography, and rarely opened up to anyone—anyone who would admit it, anyway.

With that said, the majority of this book centers on the making of his films, from their often-difficult gestation, through their complex production, and finally to the initial and retrospective critical and popular responses to them. Since directing and producing were the overriding passions of Pal’s adult life, his production notes, correspondence, and co-workers’ anecdotes remain probably the finest extent indicators of his character and spirit. I have avoided regurgitating oft-repeated anecdotes related to his films unless they seemed vital to the text and lent some new shading to our understanding of the man. Instead, I have concentrated on revealing anything and everything hitherto unpublished or little-known about Pal’s personality and work that I could. (Sadly, most of Pal’s scripts, correspondence, and other paperwork from his vital years at Paramount were incinerated in his 1961 house fire, making research into them that much tougher. Pal also seems to have abandoned whatever files he had during his pre-World War II career in Europe behind when he came to America; they are likely gone forever.)

I hope that this biography will help quash many misconceptions and rumors about Pal’s life and films and enlighten aficionados of his work about vast previously unexplored areas of his career, like his many unrealized film projects. I have tried to use Pal’s, his co-workers’, and his family’s own words as frequently as possible in telling his story– their recollections were often the only remaining link to him. Many stories are virtually impossible to verify with so many of their participants long dead or with only sketchy testimony to back them up. As a result, I’ve frequently qualified statements that sound embellished or questionable.

Why did I write this book? Why did I track down so many of Pal’s co-workers and go to such extreme lengths to unravel his life story? I’ll let Wilhelm Grimm in Pal’s The Wonderful World of the Brothers Grimm explain.

“Please,” Grimm implores aged storyteller Anna Richter, “We think the stories are important. We think that if they aren’t collected and written down, they’ll be lost forever.”

That’s why.

Now, with the Brothers Grimm in mind, perhaps the most fitting way to begin Pal’s story is also the simplest.

Once upon a time, not too long ago, in Hungary…
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Portrait of the Author as a Time Traveler. At Bob Burns’ house, 1990s. (Author’s Collection.)




[image: Image]

The author with David Pal and some of his father’s original puppets and artwork, 2022. (Photograph by Mariam Pal. Copyright the George Pal Trust. David Pal, Trustee. All rights reserved. Used with permission.)
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“I’m alive, and being alive is fantastic!” Pal (R) directs Tony Randall in 7 Faces of Dr. Lao. (Courtesy of David Pal, Trustee, George Pal Trust.)
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A somewhat pensive-looking Pal plays with a feline friend, circa the 1930s. (Courtesy of David Pal, Trustee, George Pal Trust.)




Chapter 1

Gypsying Around Europe

Retracing George Pal’s youth in Hungary is almost impossible at this remove because all traces of it essentially vanished when he died. Like Pal’s cinematic character Dr. Lao, his early years are “a major mystery.” As an adult, Pal seldom if ever spoke about his childhood and adolescence, even with his family. Pal’s son David remains one of the only people alive who can relate anything about his father’s youth, but Pal was so reticent that even David can’t identify his grandparents or great-grandparents in family photographs.

What few facts remain about Pal’s childhood are largely derived from his marriage certificate (circa 1930). He was born Julius George Marczincsak in Cegled, Hungary (County of Pest) on February 1, 1908 to Julius Marczincsak and Maria Fiko. They were itinerant actors who performed under the stage names George and Maria Pal, a surname whose roots are unknown. Adopting such pseudonyms was a common practice at the time because of acting’s unsavory connotations. The certificate also lists Pal as a Roman Catholic, though his family’s religious background is unknown.

Apparently, during Pal’s infancy, his parents abandoned him with his grandparents. He told David Pal that he didn’t meet his own father until as late as a few weeks before his father’s death. Historian Ole Schepp states that Pal’s parents were members of a traveling theatrical troupe, and Pal’s grandparents were somehow connected with the Hungarian National Theater. Rumors that Pal’s parents divorced after abandoning him remain unsubstantiated.

“He never had a childhood, I’m pretty sure,” David says, “complications of his never having had a father.” Later in life, “He didn’t know how to be a father, [but] I think he wanted to know how.” Pal rarely spoke with David about his early life and, when asked about Cegled, Pal would simply say “It’s on the plains.” Cegled was, and is, a small town and, since there were no street names in 1908, it’s even uncertain where he lived as a child or the exact location of his birth. Cegled had no hospital, as such, in 1908, so Pal was either born at home or in a doctor’s office.

Pal’s widow, Zsoka, related to director Paul Madden that Pal “was always fascinated with cartoons… He did frescoes in churches—he was lying on his back [painting] ceilings. He did posters, and funny picture titles around the titles for silent pictures, because he had to support his grandparents, because his parents—just disappeared. They got divorced, and his mother didn’t want him. But his grandparents raised him. He was very fond of them.” In an article attributed to Pal from the early 1950s, he offered a very rare glimpse of his childhood. “My boyhood,” he wrote, “was spent in the shadowy recesses of the theatre. During the hours of waiting for the curtain to fall, I would draw– mostly caricatures and cartoons.”

Pal’s grandfather was a stage magician, which no doubt sparked Pal’s lifelong interest in prestidigitation. One of Pal’s most telling remarks about his grandfather—mainly due to its brevity—occurred during an interview with Dennis Johnson and Frederick Clarke. When asked if his grandfather’s métier was in any way reflected in his film Houdini, Pal responded with an atypically somber, quiet “No,” and then immediately shifted the conversation to a different subject.

In 1964, Pal told another extremely rare anecdote about his grandparents: “My maternal grandmother was born in 1867 and died in 1951. During her life she saw the invention of the electric light, the submarine, radio, telephone, motion picture, airplane, and the combination washer and drier. When I asked her what she considered the greatest advance made during her lifetime, which invention she valued above all others, she said without hesitation: indoor plumbing. She went back to trying to dope out tomorrow’s daily double and I went back to realizing that the science fiction of her youth had become the mundane reality of her old age.”

Zsoka Pal was also usually close-mouthed about her and her husband’s early lives. After Pal’s death, when their granddaughter, Alison, approached Zsoka “about recording her, and asking her about their childhood … she was not interested in that at all,” Alison says.

As silent as Pal was about his origins, his films clearly echo them. Itinerant theatrical families are at the heart of Pal’s features The Great Rupert and Houdini; the latter, needless to say, focused on stage magic. The images and sounds of Hungary became a frequent refrain throughout his oeuvre. The humble, rustic life of Jonathan the woodcutter in tom thumb probably wasn’t far-removed from that of Pal’s own hometown and boyhood. Hungary was by no means a wealthy country in the early decades of the twentieth century, particularly after World War I, when the disparity between its high and low classes was vast. Pal’s few comments about his early life in interviews indicate that his family was “very poor,” which perhaps accounts for his workaholic lifestyle as an adult.

As Pal’s sister-in-law, Lonci Geiger, recalled, “Occasionally, he talked about his grandparents, and how much he loved them, but… I don’t know anything about his mother, or his family. Nothing …” Owing to his father’s guardedness about his childhood, David suggests that it was very probably a very difficult, unhappy time for him. Many people have suggested that Pal lived his childhood through his movies. His bright, colorful, merry visions of youth, especially those in tom thumb, perhaps filled the gaping hole where his boyhood should have been. If that was, in fact, Pal’s intention, he never let on in interviews.

In one filmed conversation, Pal did once explain how he first became aware of science fiction, the genre he later became synonymous with: “Well, that actually happened in my childhood. I was born in Hungary, and I was very much interested in any kind of escapism, maybe because the times were so bad, you look for escapes. And I grew up on fairy tales, and later on that branched into science fiction, which is a sort of modern, or adult, fairy tale.” This happened, he added, “After the First World War.”

Orphans or fatherless children also figure prominently in many of Pal’s works, including When Worlds Collide, The War of the Worlds, tom thumb, The Wonderful World of the Brothers Grimm, and 7 Faces of Dr. Lao—even in his unrealized properties like Time Machine II. In The Great Rupert, a piece of music entitled “Melody for Two Orphan Instruments” figures heavily in the plot. In Phil Yordan’s original script to The Naked Jungle, the heroine, Joanna, is an orphan who works with an orphanage. Perhaps tom thumb’s loving adoption was the height of Pal’s wish-fulfillment … but, once again, Pal wasn’t talking.

When the time came for Pal to attend college, he later claimed, he intentionally broke away from his family’s theatrical background. “My whole family—my father, mother, grandfather, grandmother and uncles and aunts—they were all on the stage in one form or another in Budapest,” he told Fred Von Bernewitz. “And, of course, I was rebelling; I didn’t want to be an actor or a singer or a piano player, so I decided to become an architect.”

Pal later said that he studied architecture at the Hungarian Arts and Crafts School in Budapest, while simultaneously acquiring an artistic education at a nearby medical school. Pal would disguise himself in “a white smock,” Gail Hickman wrote, and sneak into anatomy lessons.

“The doctors had to learn how to draw muscles and bones—no matter how badly—so that they knew them,” Pal recalled. “I drew pretty good. So, I reproduced my drawings and sold them to the medical students. I had to make money somehow. I think the medical professor got suspicious because so many students turned in similar drawings. But he let it pass.” Pal’s surviving anatomical drawings clearly show his strong artistic abilities, even as a young man.

Pal’s Hungarian academic records show that he attended the Hungarian Arts and Crafts School from 1923-1927, from age fifteen until he was eighteen. From 1923-1924, he was an evening student in furniture drawing and from 1924-1927, he was a full-time student of furniture design. The records further show that he lived at Dembinszky street, 41, II/38 and his guardian was a Joszef Szabo, “retired actor.” Was this Szabo his grandfather? Still another mystery.

Part of Pal’s architectural education involved a year’s work as “either a carpenter or a bricklayer,” according to Hickman, so Pal chose the former. “We were very poor, and I worked as a carpenter during the day, and in the evenings, I would go to school or do the cartoons,” Pal told Johnson and Clarke. Though it has been reported that Pal was a trained carpenter, he was, in fact, only a carpenter’s apprentice to earn money while attending college.

In 1928, Pal “did graduate as an architect,” he told Von Bernewitz, “but when I got my diploma, there was no work in Hungary for an architect.” With little besides his drawing ability to fall back on, Pal said, he “started to make animated cartoons.” His collegiate work at the drafting board likely led to his lifelong adoption of all-upper-case, draftsman-like handwriting.

Like Alfred Hitchcock before him, Pal began his movie career drawing inter-title cards for silent films, as well as painting approximately fifteen-feet-tall movie posters at Budapest’s Hunnia Film Studios. Pal’s partner in this was named Muskovsky, first name unknown. Around that time, Pal met a fellow countryman, George Feld, an experienced Hollywood animator, and he expanded his knowledge of animation by picking Feld’s brain about the meidum.

In 1929, Pal met Elizabeth “Zsoka” Grandjean of Budapest—by Zsoka’s account, at a dancing school. Zsoka’s sister, Lonci, says that their father, Joseph R. Grandjean “was a banker,” their mother, Josepha Scheda, “was a housewife.” Joseph Grandjean was “second generation” French: “His grandfather was French. He didn’t really speak French, but I had to learn French.”

On June 7, 1930, Pal-- still listed as Julius Marczincsak on his marriage certificate-- married Zsoka in Budapest. Their witnesses were Francis Richter and Joseph Szabo. Her wedding ring was of Pal’s own design.

The details of Pal’s European life are spotty, at best. Though a chronology of the events of Pal’s early life is difficult to establish, his later employee, Bandi Szabo, recalled that Pal’s first major advertising job, circa 1927, was designing a neon sign for bok bier (“he-goat beer”). From Pal’s drawings, an animated sign of a leaping goat was constructed over a city street, which at the time caused a stir.

Pal began cartooning extensively, and his extant early drawings show the distinct influence of popular American animators and cartoonists of that era like Max Fleischer and Walt Disney. His 1930s drawings generally feature sharp pen-and-ink outlines, often beautifully shaded. One of these cartoons adorned the cover of the April 1934 issue of the Dutch magazine Meer Baet.

In the 1930s, Pal gradually joined an extraordinary wave of European animation:

puppet animators like the Russian Alexandr Ptushko and the Polish Ladislaw Starewicz, along with the German Lotte Reiniger and her living paper cut-out masterpieces. Decades later, Pal expressed his “great admiration” for Starewicz’s pioneering stop-motion fantasies. And while fellow Hungarians like Laszlo Moholy-Nagy produced experimental animation, Pal was hard at work lending a touch of artistic craftsmanship and imaginative flair to everyday commercials.

A young animator named Janos (later, John) Halas was an apprentice animator for Pal. Decades later, he co-founded Halas and Batchelor and produce England’s first animated feature film, the acclaimed Animal Farm. Halas recalled of his days with Pal: “… A brilliant college student [sic] named George Pal was making short advertising cartoons for local firms at the rate of one a day. The story, artwork, photography, and laboratory processing for each film had to be done from morning to evening, so that it could be shown in the cinemas the following day. I was apprenticed to him for four years and gained invaluable experience from this high-speed work, as well as from Pal’s fanatical attention to detail, his careful consideration of audience reaction, and his artistic instinct.” Though Halas’ grandiose claims about Pal’s output remain unsubstantiated, his praise of Pal’s filmmaking virtues was well-put.

Pal was the sole artist on his earliest efforts, which he accomplished with simple paper puppets which, according to the L. A. Free Press, were “joined in the knee, the elbow, and the hips, [and] could be moved across a flat surface. The drawings were photographed with very hard film with plenty of contrast so that the shadows where the figures were joined wouldn’t show.” None of these films seem to have survived, but Dutch animators Jan Coolen and Hill Beekman saw Pal’s earliest “flat” animation work and said that those rudimentary films were made with colored cutouts pasted onto celluloid.

Pal moved to Berlin in 1929, where he briefly worked for “the Advertising Bureau” there. Shortly thereafter, he began working at the prestigious UFa studios in Neubabelsberg, where he continued to make commercials. “Actually, I was responsible for leading George to Germany,” Zsoka Pal told Samuel Maronie. “I just didn’t see any future for us staying in Budapest, so I said: ‘If you marry me, we have to get out of the country.’ So, we were married in 1930 and left for Berlin immediately afterwards.” An unsigned 1938 article alleges that Pal, “though he spoke no German, was made head of the animation department two weeks” after arriving at UFa.

Today, Pal’s UFa advertisements seem to exist solely as titles. His first was “Der Bezillinschlucker” (“The Germ-Swallower”) for Vola Salus, a vacuum cleaner company. It was followed by “Cleanliness is Not a Magic Trick” for Dobelnder Soaps, “Heiraten und Nicht Verzwifeln” (“Spouses, Do Not Despair”) for a cleaning product, “Leipzig Surprise” for Carpet Schrodter, and, for Gassmeier wines, “Cheers.” One of Pal’s earliest animation efforts featured a dancing champagne bottle, and “Cheers” may very well be it. Although Pal was able to sell it, Szabo contended that the film was originally just an experiment. In collaboration with Wolfgang Kaskeline, Pal made at least four other advertising shorts at UFa, including “Around the World for Tires” for Continental Hannover, and “He Who Honors Not the Pfennig” for the state savings bank of Wurttemberg.

Several articles from the German film trade paper, Licht-Bild-Buhne (Lights-Camera-Stage), concerning Pal’s early animation provide some valuable clues into these probably lost films. In late April 1932, the magazine reported that Pal had opened a “new animation studio … in Berlin” based in the Nernberghaus, in collaboration with his fellow cartoonist, Paul Wittke, called Gmbh Pal & Wittke. (“Gmbh” translates to “Association with limited liability” in English-- the German equivalent of an LLC.) An address label, obviously lettered and designed by Pal himself, pasted on a binder of photos from Pal’s early films lists his address as Emser Str. 46, Berlin. Working with two (as yet unidentified) engineers, they devised the “Pal-Doll-Verfahren” (Pal Doll System) for producing a completely new system of “Puppentrickfilm,” which they patented in Germany on December 24, 1932.

Pal and Wittke produced a series of cartoon featurettes about “Herr Kollege” (“Mr. Colleague” or “Mr. Co-Worker”), “an overly pedantic, prudish” bureaucrat “who relives a series of his ‘Adventures’ from diary pages,” according to Licht-Bild-Buhne. A trick promotional photo featured Pal shaking hands with a bespectacled, nerdy-looking cartoon character, almost certainly Herr Kollege. The first of these shorts debuted early that May. “Various new patents,” the article continued, “including a color film process, make it possible to let the animation appear in the most polished form possible.” Advertising was quickly becoming Pal’s mainstay.

Later in 1932, Pal seems to have left Berlin; Ole Schepp and Fred Kamphuis claim that his move came about because the Nazis there harassed him because of his Hungarian origins. David Pal recalls hearing stories from his parents about Brownshirts snooping around their German studio. From Berlin, the Pals moved to Prague, where, at the Barandov Studios, the Pals continued making ads. Zsoka later recalled that assisting her husband with his animation was excruciatingly tedious.

In 1932, Pal, already a seasoned animator, struck out on his own and opened a small, independent studio. In Prague, he filmed commercials for, among others, Leever Brothers, a European soap company. Some were animated, others live-action, and still others combined both processes. Pal would employ flat animation fleetingly for various special effects, like a candle’s flame or an ethereal genie, throughout his dimensional animation career, but he generally avoided it, though, because he felt that it was, literally, “too flat.”

From Prague, the Pals moved to Paris, where they took up residence in the Hotel Vaugirard, where they continued their advertising business out of their room. In 1932 or ’33—again, the date’s unclear—Pal made a major breakthrough that impacted his entire filmmaking career: the leap into three dimensions.

Pal’s career in puppet animation began with a German cigarette commercial. While prepping a two-dimensional cartoon for Overstolz, repeatedly drawing their cigarettes’ movements became so monotonous that he proposed to his clients that he incorporate their actual cigarettes into the ad. By adding articulated limbs, he could photograph them dancing, while also prominently display Overstolz’s label on each anthropomorphic cigarette.

“They liked it so much that they ordered other films where the cigarettes spoke,” Pal said. “So, we put little mouths on them—no face yet, just mouths. And then we put faces on them, and put hats on them, and put arms and legs on them. I built wire legs with buttons for feet and made a series of legs that way. And that was the birth of the Puppetoons.” They produced the first film, which he shot in the early color process Gaspar-color, which featured two light-sensitive layers on one side of the film strip, and another such layer on the verso. The short, titled “Midnight,” was a hit and Overstolz paid him handsomely for it. On December 22, 1933, Pal submitted another patent in Paris for his replacement animation system, which was accepted and then published on June 18, 1934; on the patent, Pal is listed a resident of Czechoslovakia.

Extant photographs of Pal’s early cigarette commercials show that they were for Oberst Waldorf-Astoria cigarettes. In the images, cigarettes emerge from a pack, with many packs in the background behind them, their labels plainly visible. A cigarette with legs wearing a paper hat orders the other cigarettes to stand at attention; they form a line, then march in formation. Already, Pal was establishing the marching puppets that would become his stock-in-trade, extending through his Dutch ads for Horlick’s malted milk, into his American cartoons like “Rhythm in the Ranks,” and all the way up to his penultimate feature film, The Power. In this same ad, cigarettes ride stylized puppet horses. Photographs from another Pal cigarette commercial from that era depict live-action footage of workers in smocks preparing tobacco, the tobacco being packed, and a group of animated tobacco leaves with legs, including one with simplistic facial features.
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A sampling of Pal’s early European black and white cartoons and drawings. The influence of American animators’ work is apparent in their style. (Courtesy of David Pal, Trustee, George Pal Trust.)



While in Paris, Pal first encountered the Philips Electronics Corporation’s head of advertising, Sies Numann, a jolly, rotund Dutchman with a boundless sense of humor. Numann saw “Midnight” in a Paris movie house, and it struck his fancy. He tracked Pal down and asked him if that type of short could be produced regularly on reasonable budgets--around the equivalent of seven or eight thousand dollars per film. Could he? Numann’s offer left him elated: he had spent about one-eighth that much on each of his earlier efforts.
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The Pals’ days of Gypsying around Europe, as Pal later described his and Zsoka’s early rambling, were about to end, courtesy of Numann. Their next and final European destination: Eindhoven, Holland.
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A photo-collage of Pal and his puppets in Eindhoven, Holland. (Courtesy of David Pal, Trustee, George Pal Trust.)




Chapter 2

Eindhoven

In the Netherlands, Pal’s career in film and, more specifically, animation began to fully bloom. In 1934, the Pals settled in Eindhoven, the Philips Electronics empire’s hub. That city was already booming by 1918, and, around 1920, engulfed several surrounding communities. The Philips Corporation had been founded there in 1891 by brothers Anton and Gerard Philips, who began manufacturing radios in 1927; five years later, their radio sales had reached the one million mark, and, by the year after that, Philips had sold one hundred million radio valves (tubes). Eindhoven became so closely associated with Philips that it was nicknamed “Licht Stad” (Light Town).

Pal’s earliest film for Philips seems to have been “Radio Valve Revolution,” an all cel-animated short made in 1934. Shot in gorgeous color, it was heavy on sight gags and involved singing and marching radio valves (tubes). Philips brought Pal the idea of a “Ship of the Ether,” his first all-puppet film for them. But in Paris, Pal himself concocted the brilliant conceit of fashioning the titular ship from glass. This was eminently logical since, as Pal claimed, “Every kind of material” went into constructing his films’ scale-model universe anyway. “But I couldn’t find a factory in France who could build me the ship of the ether or give the series of flags which were to be waving, as if in the breeze,” Pal told Fred Clarke.

Luckily, in Eindhoven, Philips “had a great glass factory there, and they put it at my disposal,” Pal explained. A glass ship rolling over stylized animated seas served as an imaginative means of representing Philips’s radios’ crystal-clear reception; various international musicians symbolizing disparate radio broadcasts swim through the clouds towards the ship/radio. “You, too, can sail through the ether and call at any desired harbor with a Philips radio set,” a title card promised.

The extraordinary imagination that would come to characterize Pal’s work was already vividly apparent in “Ship of the Ether.” Despite its animation and puppets’ relative simplicity, the film’s staging, lighting, and concepts were distinctive, pegging him as a budding, volcanic talent in European animation.

With this auspicious entrance into the company, Pal was able to open his first Dutch studio in a former butcher shop located at Needestraat 28, at the corner of the Halvemaanstraat and Nedestraat (“Lower Street”) in the district of Strijp. From July 18, 1934 until December 7, 1935, the Pals lived at Humboltplein 5, at which point they moved to Hoogstraat 185. “Humboltplein [is] about two kilometers from the [Needestraat] studio,” says Dutch filmmaker Phocas Kroon. “There was no room in the building at Needestraat to live in. The first floor was the recording studio, [and on] the second floor [were] the rooms to make drawings and puppets, and the attic was Pal’s office.” Pal recalled that, at the Needestraat studio, “We used the meat freezers for developing the test film.” As of 2022, the building is still standing.
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Pal and his crew posing during production of “Ether Symphony”. (Courtesy of David Pal, Trustee, George Pal Trust.)
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Pal in a conference with his production team in 1936: (L-R) Henk Van Manen, Karel Logher, Pal, Peter Sachs, and Jan Coolen. Note some puppets and miniatures from “Ether Sympthony” on the table. (Courtesy of David Pal, Trustee, George Pal Trust.)
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Pal’s crew at work on “What Ho! She Bumps”. (Courtesy of David Pal, Trustee, George Pal Trust.)



“I opened a pretty large studio in Holland,” Pal said, “and we engaged about seventy-five people, making mostly Puppetoons for advertising purposes.” What Pal probably meant was that he employed seventy-five people over the course of his five years in Holland, not simultaneously. Pal and his associate Dave Bader christened his unique films “Puppetoons,” combining the words “puppet” and “cartoons.”

Advertisements were a rich market, Pal said, because in Europe, “At that time, there wasn’t much television and radio didn’t allow any advertising whatsoever on the air.” But there were no such prohibitions in movie theaters. “Consequently,” Pal continued, “I wanted to make quality advertising pictures, up to five or six minutes long-- and in the six minutes you had probably only fifteen seconds of advertising.” Pal cited his plot-driven-- not product-driven-- Horlick’s Malted Milk commercials as examples. In them, the product itself was subordinated to the Popeyeesque plot, which inevitably featured an underdog who “drinks malted milk instead of [eating] spinach and he becomes a very big hero and he knocks the big guy out and gets the girl. But the advertising only came in when he drank the milk-- just like in Popeye, where you would have put a special brand of spinach on the can.” But unlike Max Fleischer’s Popeye or Betty Boop series, the Horlick’s commercials didn’t focus on any single character, and were usually set in a military milieu, centering on the Army (“On Parade:”), Navy (“What Ho She Bumps”), or the Air Force (“Sky Pirates”).

“The advantage to this method,” Pal continued, “was because, in the movies, advertising films were allowed even if you gave them entertainment value and very little advertising. Soft-sell advertising. The theatre not only played it free, but some of them even paid for the advertisers, the sponsors.” (Wim Gomes, a Pal employee, related one of the more peculiar anecdotes regarding the Horlick’s malted milk films: “Sometimes Pal came in the evening” to visit his workers “with glasses of Horlick’s … You have to taste what you made!” he recalled, dismayed.)

As Pal indicated, his animated Horlick’s and Philips advertisements were more about entertainment than advertising, which steadily led to substantial improvements in their production values. “We made the adventures of the characters so entertaining that the theaters took the films as entertainment shorts and disregarded the fifteen seconds of advertising,” Pal explained. “Consequently, the advertiser could give us more money to make them better, because he didn’t have to pay the theaters to play them. But when he had to buy screen time, they had to cut down on
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