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    Preface


    


    On Dec. 2, 1950, Louella O. Parsons, famed Hollywood insider and Motion Picture Editor for the International News Service, opened her brief production notice for The Man from Planet X with a stray observation: “I’ll this say for these moon epics — ’Rocketship XM’ and ‘Destination Moon’ — they clean up at the box office. Apparently, people like to hear about far away places and unknown quantities” (7). It would prove a much more prognostic statement than she could have known.


    As she wrote that, not only The Man from Planet X but also The Thing from Another World and The Day the Earth Stood Still were all in development and would change the cinematic landscape forever. All three are alien invasion films, a critically important subgenre with no exact precedent in cinema. The concept of aliens preexisted, of course. Extraterrestrials with superior technology, development and intellect populated pulp magazines though these never had mainstream attention. People might well have had some experience with H.G. Well’s War of the Worlds which began as a serialized story, saw publication as a novel and later famously manifested as a 1939 Halloween radio drama orchestrated by Orson Welles (no relation to the author). But in terms of silver screen aliens landing in Washington D.C. (or Scotland…or the Arctic), that had never been done.


    This book charts the evolution and production history of these three films in detail, analyzes them as cinematic art and discusses their cultural legacy. Each film takes a slightly different approach to the basic idea, each blueprinted its own subgenre, and each conditioned our subsequent concept of aliens and alien contact ever since. If extraterrestrial (or perhaps interdimensional or ultraterrestrial) contact lies in our future, cinema set our expectations in motion back in 1951.


    For the most part, Invasion ‘51 avoids cumbersome academic theory and cinematic terminology, but it does assume the reader is an intelligent and interested party looking for something more than amusement. When necessary, applied concepts get brief explanation. There’s detail, analysis and exploration, but the goal is clarity and accessibility for anyone interested in the subject matter, academic or otherwise. Students and scholars may find much to draw on, but hopefully the readership is full of former kids who stayed up late and pulled in close to the TV to see something weird and wonderful.


    Klaatu barada nikto, my friends. Klaatu barada nikto…
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    2. Cinematic Science Before 1951…Mad and Otherwise


    


    Today, we fixate on cinematic genre as a primary definer, creating not just subgenres, but sub-subgenres to describe film niches in exhaustive detail. However, sci-fi, fantasy, horror and mystery were all considered styles in the “thriller” mode during Hollywood’s Golden Age. It is hard to find what we might recognize now as a straight-up science fiction film during that period. Invisible Ray (1936) comes to mind, but so much of the genre has since been labeled “horror” that it is easy to forget Frankenstein (1931), Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1932), and The Invisible Man (1933) are science fiction first. Understanding this era helps put meaning and perspective on how and why alien invasion cinema treats science and scientists differently and where the two eras overlap.


    In essence, a traditional horror film has an irrational (i.e., supernatural) problem requiring an irrational solution. For example, a ray of sunlight destroys the vampire; a silver bullet slays the werewolf…but why? The answers lie in the symbolism beneath these myths, but not in rational logic. In science fiction, the problem has a rational cause — one that can be understood by scientific inquiry. And science is generally the solution to the problem as well, even if it also constitutes the origin. The two intermingle in the classic “mad scientist” film to some degree, but any film featuring a problem created by experimentation with the natural physical world has at least one foot in science fiction.


    


    Crazy Am I?


    The basic mad scientist archetype (with its roots in 18th Century literature) took hold in “thriller” cinema after World War I in no small part because science became agent of death in the war. Nearly every promising invention and advance from the previous two decades, from chemistry to airplanes, from assembly lines to automobiles — even radio and film — had become instruments of horrific and unparalleled warfare.


    It’s not surprising, then, that mad science was the beating heart of many successful genre films after the war, first in Germany (for example, Metropolis in 1927) and later in the U.S., especially after the exodus of German film talent to American shores with the rise of Hitler. Frankenstein (1931), Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1932), Island of Lost Souls (1932), The Invisible Man (1933), and Mad Love (1935) all feature brilliant but misguided men ‘tampering in God’s domain.’ In the 1940s, that tradition continued with a rather bizarre but common incarnation of the archetype in several “ape” movies where Bela Lugosi, Boris Karloff and John Carradine would inject murky serums to transform apes into humans and the other way around. Because of the dark nature of their anti-hero scientists, we may think of them as horror films first, but these stories cannot happen without the technology (however speculative) to propel the plot.


    The 1950s, however, would treat science and scientists, especially in the first half of that decade, radically differently. The cinematic mad scientist typically falls into one of three categories — Promethean, Faustian, or Nemesissian. Prometheus, a Greek Titan credited with creating humanity from clay, brings fire to his creation, enabling mankind to flourish independently of the gods. Essentially, his intentions are good, but he creates irreversible problems. The cinematic Promethean mad scientist can be seen in Henry Frankenstein and Dr. Jekyll. They seek to do something great for humanity, but their egos and moral failings unleash horrors.


    Faustian scientists have a dark heart underneath their ambition and like the mythical Faust, their egos drive them to apply intellect for self-service and pleasure. Dr. Gogol (Peter Lorre) in Mad Love (1935) exemplifies this. He is a brilliant scientist and surgeon but he uses his powers to break up a happy marriage so he might have the woman he desires.


    The Nemesissian scientist (from the Greek goddess of retribution, Nemesis) is an outcast who hates the world, particularly other scientists who ridicule and typically bar him from the scientific community. In other words, his motive is ultimately revenge to balm his wounded pride. Dr. Moreau (Charles Laughton) in 1932’s Island of Lost Souls typifies this mode. He sees nothing wrong with creating a society of half-men, half-animals if he can prove his theories to a world that rejects him on moral grounds.


    In any form, the “mad scientist” reflects a general fear of science despite our cultural dependency on it. Frankly, most people do not understand science and since it tends to call religion and cultural tradition into question, science creates enemies. Conscious and subconscious cultural fear of genius, newness, and difference (i.e., “otherness”) embodied in a single individual all get exercised (and occasionally exorcised) in the anti-heroes and outright villains of mad science cinema.


    


    The Scientist/Hero of the Nuclear Age


    The cinematic image of both science and the scientist shifted dramatically after World War II to an “Edisonian” model, named after Thomas Edison. The popular image of Edison in his time as a “Great Man” applying his talents to better the world gives us the term. Interest in science as a tool for problem solving and improving the world came from the uniquely American experience of the war. U.S. technical ingenuity enabled naval invasions on both fronts. U.S. air power crippled the Nazi war machine and ensured successful campaigns in Western Europe without the mass of ground troops the Russian front required. Radar, sonar, and techno-espionage were critical. And of course, the nuclear bombs dropped in Japan to end the war signaled a utilitarian application of science to end a horrible conflict. From the American point of view, science saved the world in WWII and mastery of it subsequently made U.S. scientists protagonists, not mad villains.


    In the early 1950s, Edisonian scientists were far more common on screen than ever before, a trend that started with the three alien invasion films of 1951. It became a routine plot point found in many science fiction films, particularly giant monster films, to call in one of America’s great minds to sort out both the cause of and solution to the problem. For example, consider Professor Tom Nesbitt (Paul Christian) in Warner Bros.’ 1953 feature, The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms (the film that would inspire Gojira). Nesbitt’s research team tests a nuclear bomb in the arctic, accidentally releasing a gigantic dinosaur, the Rhedosaurus, that eventually makes its way to New York City to cause havoc. Along the way he meets with a pair of paleontologists, Dr. Thurgood Elson (Cecil Kelloway), and his assistant, Lee Hunter (Paula Raymond), to identify and neutralize the threat. The film ends with the Nesbitt and a soldier launching a nuclear isotope into an open wound on the creature. Thus, even when science creates a problem (like nuclear contamination embodied in a fictional dinosaur) it also gives us the tools to overcome that problem and many others.


    


    Pot Shot Rockets


    The first two legitimate space travel films in the sound era were Rocketship-XM and Destination Moon, released almost exactly one month apart in the early summer of 1950. In their time, both were something of a novelty simply as serious science-fiction. Considering the volume of sci-fi stories in pulp magazines with rocket travel, and the cinematic suitability of such tales, it seems interplanetary sci-fi should have blossomed sometime in the first 50 years of commercial cinema, but that is not the case.


    In the silent period, a few space travel films hit European screens, including the first sci-fi movie, La Voyage Dans La Lune (A Trip to the Moon) by Georges Méliès in 1902. Méliès also produced a follow up of sorts called Le Voyage à travers l’impossible (An Impossible Voyage), taking travelers to the sun instead of the moon. The titles indicate the frivolity of both films, and in truth, there is lots of fiction (fantasy really) but no real science.


    The first full length space travel science fiction film, a British production of H.G. Wells’ First Men in the Moon, appeared in 1919, but is now considered lost. In 1929, Fritz Lang directed Frau im Mond (Woman in the Moon), a dramatic film with moments rivaling his first masterpiece, Metropolis (1927). Based on a novel written by Lang’s wife, Thea Von Harbou, called Rocket to the Moon, it presumes a breathable lunar atmosphere but has touches of realism including a multi-staged rocket and the effect of G-force. Most importantly, perhaps, it creates a trope borrowed by Destination Moon and other films — the idea of abandonment. In this case, a shortage of oxygen means one person must stay behind. However, rather than abandon her love, another character, Friede, stays behind as well. Ironically, Lang would leave Von Harbou in Germany. He brought his genius to America in 1936; she remained to aid the Nazi propaganda machine.


    There were space opera serials like Flash Gordon (starring Olympian Buster Crabbe) in the 1930s featuring ungainly rocket ships resembling futuristic city busses and hammy “aliens” decked out like a summer theater production of Julius Caesar. These cliffhanger formats ran between cartoons and features as filler for a cheap thrill. Like the examples mentioned above, Flash Gordon depicts the idea of humans going out into space, but no real invasion motif emerges directly. In the second sequel, Flash Gordon Conquers the Universe (a.k.a. Purple Death from Outer Space from 1940), spaceships from planet Mongo target humans with a deadly plague, but most of the action takes place off Earth without an invasion.


    Technically speaking, the first film to depict an alien arrival on earth may be the 1920 German film, Algol, but that is highly debatable. “Algol” is both the name of the “alien” and a known star cluster (then thought to be one star) with a peculiar common name — the Demon Star. Algol, identified by scientists as Beta Persei, appears to blink as its three stars eclipse one another and derives its name from same Arabic word that gives us the term “ghoul.” In Greek descriptions, the star cluster signifies the writhing snake-filled head of Medusa in the hands of her slayer, Perseus.


    Algol opens with a model observatory scanning the night sky and title cards explaining the pulsating star in ominous terms. It then turns to coal miner Robert Herne (Emil Jennings) and his initial encounter with the title character (played by John Gottowt, who would later portray Prof. Bulwer, the Van Helsing counterpart in Nosferatu, 1922). Argol gives Herne a machine capable of tapping the power of the Demon Star to produce unlimited energy, allowing him to rise from his humble station to a world master in a year, when Argol returns to savor the ruin of Herne’s life and Earth’s coal-based economy.


    So, is this a true alien invasion film? No, not likely. Argol does not arrive in a spaceship or give the appearance of an alien in any way and instead plays a role akin to Mephistopheles in legend of Faust. In fact, there’s no real evidence that Argol actually hails from the star (at least not as a product of scientifically engineered travel) and his demonic qualities of false gifts, temptation and devilish schadenfreude (all classic German religious themes) take center stage. The bulk of the film, in fact, explores rising post-war themes of class, labor, power, and corruption common in other Weimar era cinema and the star offers little more than an intriguing plot device to initiate the movie.


    One serial, The Purple Monster Strikes (1945), and its sequel, Flying Disc Man from Mars (1950) merits a little attention here. They are exactly as good as those titles make them sound and boast some genuinely ridiculous moments. However, the basic plot has “The Purple Monster” (his self-styled moniker) scouting Earth for a Martian invasion. He comes to steal plans for a space plane that enables controlled landings…because Martian technology has apparently peaked at crashing capsules in the desert. The Purple Monster is foiled, of course, but five years later a Martian named “Moto” arrives as the titular Flying Disc Man from Mars wearing the same costume. Naturally, Earthlings vanquish him as well. The impact of both serials registers between forgettable and forgotten, but they show that alien visitation (and invasion) plots found some traction immediately after the war.


    There are various reasons for the dearth of space travel in the movies prior to 1950. In part, rockets were essentially rather exotic technology for most people until WWII. The V1 and V2 attacks — and the subsequent appropriation of German scientists by the United States and Soviet Union to win the space race — changed all of that, of course. Also, convincing special effects were not particularly easy or cheap and since mainstream interest in science-fiction was comparatively low, there was little reason to roll the dice on a picture deemed outlandish from the outset. That too would change.


    


    Expedition ‘50


    For a brief period, then, mad science took a back seat to progressive, Edisonian science, beginning with three films that came out in 1950: The Flying Saucer, Rocketship XM and Destination Moon. One could be forgiven for instinctively thinking The Flying Saucer was the first space alien contact film, but it is not. Its futuristic technology makes it science fiction, but the origin of the exotic device is decidedly terrestrial. The film feels very much like a serial and tells the story of Mike Trent (played by Mikel Conrad, the film’s writer, producer and director). Trent is a wealthy young Alaskan playboy recruited to investigate Soviet spies in The Last Frontier. They are after a real flying saucer invented by Dr. Lawton (Roy Engel), an American scientist. After a series of twists, turns and betrayals, the saucer is finally stolen but explodes before the Russians can lay their hands on it when Lawton detonates a bomb. Oh…and Trent finds love in the arms of the secret agent he’s been helping all along, Vee Langley (Pat Garrison), in the event readers must resolve the formula checklist.


    Conrad did what he could to stir up intrigue for his film. While in development under the working title, The Secret of the Flying Saucers, a United Press release quoted Conrad saying “I have found a saucer. I’m not telling how.” He further claimed footage of a real flying saucer lay locked in a bank vault. “I have scenes of the flying saucer landing, taking off, flying and doing tricks. The saucer is not created in miniature or by trick photography. It is a mechanical manmade object” (“ ’Flying discs’ Coming” 19) Obviously, they had no such thing, but hyperbole was not out of bounds in Hollywood by any means. Even the press release doubts the claim but as documented by Robbie Graham in Silver Screen Saucers, it almost backfired. Conrad went under investigation for two months by the United States Air Force Office of Special Investigations. Despite declaring that there were no such things, the Air Force sure was taking an interest in the claim.


    The film has its fans, but The Flying Saucer has gotten little attention as part of the sci-fi canon. Some of this reflects the general production quality and predictability of the plot and characters, but in the end, it really is a cold war spy movie. Of note, however, is the film’s scientist. Dr. Lawton is clearly a “good guy” who doesn’t want the fruits of his genius to fall into the wrong hands. If nothing else, it represents an Edisonian departure for the cinema scientist that will evolve in the coming years.


    Rocketship XM and Destination Moon are better, more important contributions to the genre. Both are exploration films, projecting humanity outward into space (as opposed to hosting an interstellar visit). In the case of Destination Moon, the drama comes from the difficulty of space travel itself (essentially a technically driven “character vs. nature” format) and practical problem solving. Hailed as a scientifically accurate film, it feels like a documentary at times but its technicolor opulence and convincing space suits served it well. Lives are risked (but not lost) and the primary problem leading to the climax is limited fuel and excess weight, similar to the limited oxygen problem in Frau im Mond. In both films, one person must stay behind but in the case of Destination Moon, the problem resolves with science, not love.


    In Destination Moon, a film within the film featuring Woody Woodpecker provides wisecracking comic relief to soften the blow of rocket science for the general audience. Suspension of disbelief is particularly important in science fiction, and in 1950, people simply did not believe we could ever get to the moon (and to this day, a surprising number of people don’t think we ever did.) Woody literally calls it “comic book” stuff and parades around in confident disbelief — until he gets a firsthand demo. By the end of the short, he’s putting in his two bucks to back the project. This insertion reveals how novel and unbelievably futuristic space exploration seemed in 1950. Forty-three years later, Jurassic Park would use the same explanatory cartoon device to bolster the premise of extracting DNA from dinosaur blood in amber encased mosquitos, something otherwise incomprehensible for the average viewer.


    Today, Destination Moon doesn’t generally hold the attention of even well-primed audiences despite its quality, but in its time, reviews called it thrilling. This is the first heady space exploration movie and its legacy includes films like 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), Gravity (2013) and The Martian (2015). But despite that distinguished lineage, space exploration as a self-sustaining plot doesn’t ring many bells.


    Rocketship-XM launched a more familiar formula. The crew of the ship, four men and one woman (a staple ratio for future films) goes off to the moon but gets diverted to Mars. Once they land, the crew discover a fallen civilization, wiped out by a nuclear blast, enabling a rather preachy but legitimate message point. Its remaining inhabitants (humanoid, of course) have devolved to little more than boulder-hurling mutated throwbacks. Ultimately, those who escape the “savages” crash to earth with the fuel expended. This nihilism, bold in cinema of any sort, is counterbalanced with the promise of a new mission.


    Rocketship-XM came out four weeks before Destination Moon and was rushed through production to be the first of its kind, a common practice in Hollywood then and even today. (The following year, The Man from Planet X would pull the same stunt on The Thing from Another World.) Famously grilled on Mystery Science Theater 3000, the significantly lower budget results in several earmarks of cheap sci-fi. But in terms of its influence, the Rocketship-XM formula of humans arriving on other planets and facing adversaries has a more vibrant legacy than practical space exploration films. We crave monsters because, for better or worse, humans (and perhaps particularly post-WWII Americans) define ourselves by overcoming adversity and fear. Cheesy offerings abound like Angry Red Planet (1960) and Planet of the Dinosaurs (1977), but Alien (1979) also blossoms in that genre tree.


    Another factor playing into off-world contact films (and their relative success) is the Western history of colonialism and expansion, rationalized with concepts like the “Civilizing Mission” and “Manifest Destiny.” The Civilizing Mission held that European culture was inherently superior and justified the conquest and enslavement of non-European peoples with the premise that “civilizing” these places was part of the “White Man’s Burden.” Frequently this tied into (or originated with) religious conversion to Christianity. Manifest Destiny was an American extension of the civilizing rationale. It held that the United States was destined to expand westward, displacing other powers (namely France and Spain) and acquiring native territories. Democracy and Christianity philosophically rationalized the frequently brutal and unjust practices that came with that expansion.


    This might seem a trendy socio-political read on the surface, but that background helps make sense of why stories like Rocketship-XM would evolve in the United States. As a social and political construct, America conceived itself consciously and unconsciously as an extension of European culture and a literal byproduct of exploration. Exploration and expansion not only went unquestioned as an inherent good, it seemed part of the American DNA. Consider too that the U.S. had just spent four years orchestrating and executing invasions in the Mediterranean, the Pacific and Atlantic in WWII, justified by principle and necessity in a war against tyranny. The United States’ claim to world superiority in 1950 (inherent in its combination of democracy, nuclear power and even movies themselves) seemed self-evident and self-justifying at home. Space exploration merely constituted the next step in the American mythology.


    In that context, U.S. audiences could conceptually accept expansion into space as a new Manifest Destiny (or perhaps an entitlement) with ease but conceive facing a superior spacefaring culture only later. For many, the idea of aliens itself was radical and reflected a long history of positing humans as the universal center of a divine plan. But the simple fact that Rocketship-XM and Destination Moon came before any alien invasion films reveals the general public’s framework in 1950. If humans go out to space, it gives us control and implies a technical mastery if not superiority. If they come here, that’s the opposite story and it takes getting used to.


    As a final note, an intriguing moment occurs in Rocketship-XM (1950) when the project director, Dr. Ralph Fleming (played by Morris Ankrum, a regular in Martian themed sci-fi films) addresses the press. After asking for cooperation from the news reporters, Fleming actually thanks them for ignoring the UFO phenomenon saying, “I’m sure that we can all recall the wild tales of the flying discs, the flying saucers, spaceships and who knows what imaginative creations. The press is to be commended for discounting in most instances these premature rumors.” There is absolutely no practical reason for this statement. It doesn’t play into the plot and there are no space traveling aliens in the film to make it ironic. It may represent the general attitude of the American public at the time or reflect the official government position that these things simply did not exist.
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    3. The Thing From Another World


    


    In 1951, The Man from Planet X, The Thing from Another World, and The Day the Earth Stood Still would arrive within six months of one another and give shape to our primary models for alien contact. The most common model — the hostile invader — got its first true cinematic attention in The Thing from Another World, a fast-paced, witty and somewhat claustrophobic story of a small U.S. military contingent and scientific expedition grappling with a deadly extraterrestrial. While The Man from Planet X was technically screened for limited audiences a few weeks before The Thing, most American theater patrons would have had a chance to see this movie first and shudder in the presence of its far more deadly and aggressive alien.


    The Thing (as it was originally called) had a long term, large scale impact as a critical and popular success due in part to its freshness. Its basic premise of an alien invader set to take over the world establishes key elements we’ve now come to expect in alien adversary film: (a) an unknown entity (i.e., the creature); (b) analysis as a key to defeating the alien; (c) a combination of military and scientific personnel to combat it; (d) an underlying love story; and of course, (e) dramatic special effects. In the context of cinematic science fiction, The Thing from Another World was unlike anything seen before and spring-boarded a string of sci-fi thrillers to come.


    The story, however, was not new. John W. Campbell’s 1938 novella, Who Goes There?, generally gets credit as the source material, but its origins trace to H.P. Lovecraft’s serialized story, At The Mountains of Madness. This tale was first rejected by Lovecraft’s primary publisher, Weird Tales, in 1931, but eventually saw publication in Astounding Stories in 1936. The core elements of story and its creatures are so striking that director Guillermo Del Toro called Who Goes There? “a direct rip off of At the Mountains of Madness” in Frank Woodward’s 2008 documentary, Lovecraft: Fear of the Unknown (1:12:30).


    The Lovecraft novella features the discovery of an ancient race of extraterrestrials, “the Elder Things,” by a scientific team in Antarctica. These non-anthropomorphic creatures (classic Lovecraftian style) have pillar shaped bodies like cacti with five lower limbs, wing-like structures and a starfish-like “head” with five eye stalks and five feeding stalks. These nearly indestructible beings can hibernate for eons, reproduce like plants and have some degree of psychic power — qualities found in various later cinematic and literary incarnations of the Thing.


    But by the time the scientists discover the Elder Things, they have fallen victim to the shoggoths, a genetically engineered slave race of amorphous and initially mindless beings. Their protoplasmic formlessness allows them to take any necessary shape to perform a task and adapt to any condition but also makes them incomprehensible and terrifying for humans. The Elder Things once bent the shoggoths to their will, but they eventually evolved a consciousness of their own.


    However, Who Goes There? directly inspired the film. The tale appeared first as a 12-part serial in Astounding Science Fiction, a pulp magazine. Pulp mags were relatively “popular” as a subway genre but definitely not mainstream and struggled for credibility and financial stability. Magazines like this began in large scale in the 1930s and remained on newsstands for decades. (In fact, Astounding Science Fiction still publishes as Analog as of 2022). But in the highly conformist society of the times, such magazines with their gaudy and lurid covers came over as material for oddballs, juveniles and eggheads. The specific connections to this version of the story get attention below, but for the moment, it’s important to note that like Frankenstein (1931), The Thing from Another World had a literary origin…just not a literary pedigree…and to this day, comparatively few people know the source material.


    However, producer Howard Hawks had no intention of recreating the horror classics of the past. According to George E. Turner’s 2020 retrospective on the film for American Cinematographer, Hawks said in a press release,


    


    It is important that we don’t confuse the Frankenstein-type of film with the science-fiction picture. The first film is an out-and-out horror thriller based on that which is impossible. The science-fiction film is based on that which is unknown, but given credibility by the use of scientific facts which parallel that which the viewer is asked to believe.


    


    In other words, you can’t just sew body parts together and expect them to function after a jolt of electricity. You could, however, discover a frozen space creature, thaw it out, and spend the next 24 hours fighting to save humanity. This devotion to science-fiction as a more realistic context for inducing terror may help explain why the film’s flying saucer crashes on November 1, the day after Halloween. Hawks thus consciously sought to leave Gothic horror behind, though as we will see, his film and creature never shook the Frankenstein connection fully.


    


    Will the Real Director Please Stand Up?


    Essentially, Howard Hawks understood the next wave of genre thrillers needed to offer something for a more world-wise and science literate post-WWII viewership. After facing the real-life horrors of Nazism, kamikazes and nuclear warfare, the time demanded a new, more relevant type of scare — one with global implications. Simply put, the old horror approach would no longer cut it. The Gothic chillers that had so successfully thrilled audiences of the 1930s had wandered into absurdity by the mid-40s, offering little beyond pure escapism. By the time Abbot and Costello Meet Frankenstein hit the screens in 1948, cinema’s first iconic monsters had devolved into undisguised jokes and it would take the talents of Terrence Fisher, Jimmy Sangster, Peter Cushing and Christopher Lee at Hammer Studios to revive them meaningfully a decade later.


    Even though Howard Hawks would never produce or direct another science fiction film, he was on to something big. Best known as a director of screwball comedies, war dramas and Westerns, Hawks saw the potential for his unique style in sci-fi when he bought the screen rights to Who Goes There? However, Hawks did not direct the movie — or at least he did not take a director’s credit. The honor went to film editor Christian Nyby as a type of ‘thank-you” for taking over the edit of Red River (1948), winning an Oscar in the process. According to Nyby, the original editors were making a mess of the film and he worked on Fighter Squadron during the day and Red River after 6 p.m. until it was done (Gentry).


    Unfortunately for Nyby’s legacy, he rarely gets any credit for The Thing’s success and groundbreaking influence. Part of the problem may have been the quality of the film itself. “It was too big of a success for my own good,” Nyby told interviewer Jim Davidson in 1992. “Nobody believed a first time director could have such a big hit. They gave Howard all the credit” (43). It also put him in a strange position when offered B movie opportunities since, “ ‘after producing such a successful picture, being relegated to cheap schlock would be admitting that Howard Hawks directed The Thing’ ” (qtd. in McCarthy 481).


    It is easy to believe Hawks directed it for several reasons. The Thing from Another World displays the distinctly stylized characterizations, overlapping dialog, democratic group dynamic and strong female leads trademarking Hawk’s career. The film’s personality driven interactions, plot tensions, quick decisions (with varied results) and sexual chemistry also echo Hawks’ previous directorial efforts like The Road to Glory (1936), Bringing Up Baby (1938) and The Big Sleep (1946). “Hawks prepared the script and supervised the production,” wrote Robin Wood, noting the undeniable mode of the film. “No one who has seen it can doubt that in all essentials it is a Hawks film” (Wood 107).


    But, while Hawks’ presence and stylistic touch resonates in The Thing, the often repeated (and rarely questioned) claim he was “the real director” merits debate. Much of it relies on stories from cast and crew. For example, associate producer Ed Lasker (whose wealth and friendship got him into Hawk’s Winchester Pictures), swore Nyby never directed at all. Lasker even claims to have told Nyby to wait until Hawks arrived on the one day he was late to the set. Kenneth Tobey admitted to Nyby directing one scene but represented that as a tumbling disaster with actors falling over themselves without a clue of what to do (McCarthy 480).


    According to Nyby, the daily dynamic between he and Hawks was not commonplace and may explain why Tobey felt Hawks actually directed the film. “The script was just sort of a map of where he [Hawks] was going and he would fill it in as he went along” (Davidson 42). Each morning, “we would sit down with the actors and write the scene we were going to shoot. I’d get out there and shoot the scene — the sequence and then the close ups. We’d finish that and do another one. That’s the way the whole picture went” (42). Script-boy Richard Kienen confirmed the unorthodox and chaotic approach of Hawks rewriting each scene as they went with all cast members in the room. “It was weird for the actors because they never knew when they would be gotten by the Thing, so they never knew when they came to work if it would be their last day” (qtd. in McCarthy 480). Hawks’ commanding presence dominated production, not just rewriting scenes but blocking them, rehearsing them and making changes. This, from an actor’s point of view, exemplifies direction.


    However, in a 1997 Los Angeles Times tribute to Nyby, Henry Furhmann (who calls Nyby “my Uncle Chris”) interviewed Nyby’s son (also a director) and other cast members who painted a clearer picture of the film behind the scenes. Nyby, a first-time director, worked under a mentor he idolized, getting support and attention along the way in creating Hawks’ vision for the film. Star Robert Cornthwaite (Dr. Carrington) put it this way: “Chris always deferred to Hawks, as well he should. Hawks was giving him the break, after all” (Furhmann). However, in the end, Cornthwaite considered Nyby the director.


    This lands with the account of William Self who played Lt. Barnes, the hapless soldier who throws an electric blanket on the ice block and triggers everything. In an interview with Tom Weaver published in Eye on Science Fiction, Self explains the director/producer relationship he witnessed:


    


    Nyby…generally ran the rehearsal, and Hawks stood on the sidelines with his arms folded and watched and listened. Then Chris would go over to Howard and they would have their private conversation, and Chris would come back and talk to us. A lot of things would stand, but other things he would say, “Well, let’s try this” or “Let’s try that” or “Why don’t you come here instead of there? Hawks was directing the picture from the sidelines. (272)


    


    The trademark overlapping dialog technique adds more fuel to claims that Hawks directed the film. That effect was actually accomplished in editing and Nyby explained that Hawks liked working with him because he liked cutting that way, beginning with the film To Have and To Have Not (1944). “We used what was called a push-pull track.…If you were astute, careful and patient enough, you could match those tracks so that you could overlap the dialog and get the stuff synchronized” (Davidson 43). Early in the process, Nyby told Hawks he wanted to use the same method with The Thing from Another World and Hawks agreed. In other words, it was Nyby’s idea.


    Ultimately, Christian Nyby found the recurring question of the “real” director irritating to say the least. As recounted in the Times article, he once told Cinefantastique magazine: “This is a man I studied and wanted to be like. You would certainly emulate and copy the master you’re sitting under, which I did. Anyway, if you’re taking painting lessons from Rembrandt, you don’t take the brush out of the master’s hands” (Fuhrmann).


    But no matter how “hands on” Hawks was, his official title of producer came down to his contract with RKO. Howard Hughes, who owned a controlling share of RKO, mismanaged the company so badly that it fell to the bottom of the major studios list. When things got rough, he asked Hawks to return to the studio and help bolster the sagging company. This must have been satisfying for Hawks who had once been a favored son of RKO but was cut free by Sam Briskin in 1938 after a blow up over the now iconic screwball comedy, Bringing Up Baby. Indifferent to studio admonishments, Hawks ran up a production bill of over a million dollars in the throes of the Great Depression for a B picture to please his own standards…all while drawing $2500 a week (Jewell 137). Worse yet, its star, Katherine Hepburn, was singled out as “box office poison” in the infamous theater owners’ ad on May 3 in the Hollywood Reporter (Othman 6). The film eventually made its money back after an international release and a pair of domestic re-releases in the 1940s, but it was considered a flop in its time.


    Hawk’s arrangement with Hughes in 1950 treated him as an independent filmmaker, requiring three movies. He’d direct two with a director’s fee of $175,000 each and one he’d produce for $125,000, from which the director’s salary of $50,000 would be paid (McCarthy 469). He did not, however, pay Nyby anywhere near that, pocketing $44,040 for himself (475), no doubt reinforcing the story that Hawks directed the film.


    Being a producer (rather than a director) on a risky project functioned as a bit of a safety mechanism as well since public scrutiny for the success or failure of a film first goes to the director. As a producer, Hawks could stay involved, even control things, and yet keep a theoretical distance from the film which might well have flopped. Today, sci-fi movies attract top talent and command impressive budgets with little concern since they typically guarantee huge returns. But in 1950, when production began, science-fiction feature films were uncommon and risky. And in this case, Hawks decided early on that there would be no “star power” to draw ticket sales, increasing that risk.


    At this point in his career, Hawks could probably have gotten anyone he wanted for the roles. He had paired some of the screen’s best romantic duos including Cary Grant and Kathrine Hepburn, and Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, but it’s difficult to imagine either pair matching wits with a menace from outer space. Hawks felt the film would play much better and more believably with regular Joes (and one regular Josephine) solving the problems. “There are no stars or familiar faces in the picture,” Hawks said, “because, to give the story the impact it deserves, we want audiences to accept the characters as actual people, not actors” (“Five Unknowns,” 12). There’s even a line subtly acknowledging this choice when Lt. MacPherson (Robert Nichols) prepares to use a flare gun to ignite the Thing. Ned Scott (Douglas Spencer) asks, “You know how to shoot that thing don’t ya?” to which MacPherson replies “I saw Gary Cooper in Sergeant York.” Cooper won the 1941 Best Actor Academy Award for that film, directed by Hawks, and no doubt Hawks could have talked the perennial box office magnet into the male lead if he wanted him…but he didn’t.


    


    Our Captain Has Some Funny Ideas


    That role went to Kenneth Tobey who played Captain Pat Hendry, leader of an Air Force flight crew stationed in Anchorage, Alaska. Tobey had a kind of every day good looks with a wave of red hair and rough-hewn features offset by a warm smile. Originally from Oakland, California, Tobey served in the Pacific as a B25 tail gunner, an experience that clearly factored in his portrayal of Pacific Theater vet Capt. Hendry. He worked on and off Broadway in New York for many years until his friend Gregory Peck coaxed him out to Hollywood. Tobey, Peck and Warren Stevens had bunked together in 1940 while working at the Barter Theater in Abingdon, Virginia and became fast friends (“Third Pal” 9). For a while he even lived with Peck and his family while he searched for film work, which he got in bits and pieces.


    Despite press claims that his role in in The Thing was his first, Tobey played small roles in nearly a dozen earlier films including I Was a Male War Bride, a Howard Hawks smash hit, where Tobey landed a last minute role as an unnamed naval sentry. While filming the movie, Hawks supposedly told the genial actor “Someday I’m going to make a picture with unknowns. If you are still unknown, Ken, I’ll want you as the lead” (Zeitlin 75). According to the story, when the call came for a screen test, Hawks made him take it as a formality, but had already made the decision. Given Hawks’ clear pride in discovering new talent throughout his career, this story likely rings true.


    In any case, Kenneth Tobey might have been vaguely familiar to some viewers, but he didn’t exactly have Gary Cooper levels of visibility, and thus fit Hawks’ need for an “unknown.” After The Thing, however, Tobey would have a long career in television and film, frequently playing military and police officers. Fans of Ray Harryhausen’s stop-motion monster pictures, for example, will remember him from The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms and It Came from Beneath the Sea. Tobey died in 2002 at the age of 85, but his career concluded in the no-budget sci-fi spoof released three years later, The Naked Monster, reprising his role as Col. Pat Hendry, a retired monster hunter with one last beast to slay.


    In The Thing from Another World, Tobey demonstrates a kind of idealized mid-level command style in his portrayal. Capt. Hendry seems as comfortable with the rank and file as with his officers. He takes good-natured ribbing and has his own wry sense of humor but has no trouble tightening the ropes of command. When interacting with the scientists, particularly Dr. Carrington (Robert Cornthwaite), he asks questions and trusts their judgment — until it becomes dangerous. He compensates for any comparative deficiency in intelligence with a hefty dose of practical wisdom. In one of the most telling expressions of his character, he listens to the suggestions of his crew, particularly the crew chief (Dewey Martin) known only as “Bob.” Hendry takes responsibility for the blunders but gives credit where it is due. As a result, he has the respect of his men and the audience.


    The opening scene introduces Hendry playing cards with his co-pilot, Lt. Eddie Dykes (James Young), and navigator, Lt. Ken MacPherson (Robert Nichols). Reporter Ned Scott, a.k.a. “Scotty” (Douglas Spencer) comes in and shakes off the cold as Dykes and MacPherson needle their captain over a drunken night with a date whom we will eventually meet. Hendry takes it for a while and just as he’s ready to fire back, he’s called away to see General Fogerty (David McMahon). But despite the warmth and distraction of the club, Hendry snaps to, dons his coat and marches off to see the general without a grumble, letting the audience see his devotion to duty.


    This opening scene carefully constructs an indeterminate impression of the captain, making him interesting to watch. It is hard to know if he
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