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Introduction
Sun Demon Associate Producer Robin C. Kirkman Recalls the Movie and Robert Clarke
 
I’ve met some pretty famous people (architect Frank Lloyd Wright, pianist Vladimir Horowitz). I’ve run my own business, a bookstore housed in a cozy nook in Southern California. I’ve done a little preaching in church. Incredible experiences all, but far overshadowed by the grandest of my life: my participation in a little horror film in the late ‘50s called The Hideous Sun Demon.
Subsequently, when I was in the employ of Multnomah County in Oregon, I had the poster for the film on display in my cubicle. On one occasion, I brought my 16mm print in for a showing. It was a hit, and presentations later became an annual event (though with a VHS copy, as the print broke during a rewind), with newer employees now discovering that they had a “Hollywood man” in their midst. I always gave a brief introduction, and everyone cheered at the opening credits when Associate Producer: Robin C. Kirkman filled the screen.
Of course, replays were a must for the scene that showcased my one turn as an actor, playing the ill-fated cop that Dr. Gil McKenna (Robert Clarke), in his haste to evade capture, runs down with his car. My co-workers loved the story of how I went through take after take, trying to get that shot right, too scared to get close enough to the car to sell the illusion that I was being hit. Plus, I had changed somewhat since 1957 — I now had a little less hair on top, and wasn’t immediately recognizable.
Often, during lunch breaks, I walked the area around work with a friend and co-worker, Terry. One summer afternoon, we stopped by a nearby video rental store. I had heard that they stocked The Hideous Sun Demon, and we asked about it. We were directed to the Cult Horror section, and sure enough, there it was! We started to leave. I hadn’t planned on saying anything to those in the store about my connection to the film, but Terry had different ideas. He told them, in delightfully dramatic fashion, who I was. One would have thought Bob Clarke himself had walked into the place. I became a celebrity on the spot. I couldn’t believe it!
In later years, Bob wouldn’t let a phone call go by without thanking me for my work on the film, stressing that it wouldn’t have been completed without me. I always assured him that it was his vision, his energy and his enthusiasm that brought forth The Hideous Sun Demon. It was his dream, his baby, all the way.
At the time it was made, I was a young (late 20s) “kid” looking for adventure. A group of us cinema students from USC gathered around Bob and formed a production unit. I had some money, and I offered to invest in the film. Perhaps some might question my wisdom; after all, this was Hollywood. Can you trust “Hollywood people”? Regarding this Hollywood person (Bob), I will emphatically state, “Yes!” We all worked hard, and it was a blast!
I look back at those years…1955, when my parents died and I got part of my inheritance; 1960, when my trust became available to me; and 1970, when it was all gone. All that foolishness, living high on the hog. I regret all of it, with one great exception: I would never trade my involvement with, and investment in, Hideous Sun Demon for anything. Nothing in my life compares to that, and I wouldn’t change it for the world.
I was deeply saddened to hear, in 2005, of Bob’s passing.
Thank you, Mr. Robert Clarke, for a most unforgettable experience. You and our “little movie” left the biggest impact of anyone or anything on my life, and I am, as I have always been, and will forever be, profoundly grateful.
 
Robin C. Kirkman
August 17, 2010





Student turns stuntman: In addition to his other Demonic duties, Robin C. Kirkman plays the cop who doesn’t quite dodge Gil’s getaway car.





Kirkman, 80, died at Kaiser Permanente Sunnyside, a medical center in Clackamas, Oregon, several weeks after penning this introduction.



The Sun Demon Speaks!
by Robert Clarke as told to Tom Weaver
 
The following is an excerpt from the autobiography Robert Clarke: To “B” or Not to “B” (Luminary Press, 1996) by Clarke and Tom Weaver. We pick up Clarke’s story in 1957, at the point where he wraps up filming the sci-fi cheapie The Astounding She-Monster.
 
For The Astounding She-Monster, producer-director Ronnie Ashcroft paid me $500 for the week’s work, which was about right for a picture of this sort, and Ronnie also promised me a four percent share of the money he made as producer. I thought that was a nice gesture and I thanked Ronnie, but I was certain that I’d never see a nickel over and above the 500 a week. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Ronnie, it was the fact that I knew how crooked many distributors were back then; I was sure that Ronnie’s producer’s share would come to nothing and that I’d be getting four percent of nothing. But my four percent did come, in the form of a check here, a check there, and soon it exceeded the 500 I’d made as my straight salary. Thanks to Ronnie’s generosity — and integrity, and honesty — over a period of time I received a total of an additional $3000.
Making that pile of money got me thinking. Since I knew how much I made off my four percent, it didn’t take much multiplication to get a rough idea what Ronnie must have earned. If Ronnie could make that amount of money off of a quick, cheap film like The Astounding She-Monster, it sort of stood to reason that a science fiction film with a bit more quality and substance to it ought to make as much. Or more.
The most important consideration was that my science fiction film would be commercially successful. At that time, “commercially successful” usually either meant a Western or a monster picture. I opted for the latter — an honest-to-God monster sci-fi. My idea was to do a picture that would be a variation on the old Robert Louis Stevenson story Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. To be truthful, I never read Stevenson’s story but, when I was 12 years old, I sneaked off from grade school with a friend and we went to see Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde [1931] with Fredric March and Miriam Hopkins. I didn’t tell my Mom because I was afraid she wouldn’t let me go. (Of course, she was scared and furious when I got home — furious that I went to the movies, but scared until I got back.) I never forgot that day, or how very impressed I was with that movie. So I started out with this plan: to produce, direct and star in a science fiction monster picture in which I would be playing the Jekyll and Hyde characters.
It was at that point that I got Phil Hiner involved. I had met Phil in Chicago, when I was an inspector for the Civil Service Signal Corps there in 1941 and ‘42. Phil was a part-time writer then; he later moved out here to the West Coast and worked for an aircraft manufacturer, writing how-to books. Phil’s real interest, however, was in writing fiction, so we collaborated on the script, flip-flopping Robert Louis Stevenson’s basic plot. Instead of having a physician drink a potion that changes him into a monster, our plot had as its main character a scientist who is accidentally exposed to fissionable materials. This upsets his chromosome balance so that he reverts, in the sun’s rays, into a reptilian sort of monster. Remembering the old Fredric March film, I gave the character two girlfriends, one serious and loyal, the other a bad girl from the wrong side of the tracks. Twisting that story around, I hoped that we could come up with a good, solid plot. (And I think, thanks to Robert Louis Stevenson and the Fredric March movie, that we did.) Phil turned our treatment into a screenplay that had the title Sauros (the Latin word for reptile).
To make the movie’s “science” sound semi-plausible, I went to the University of Southern California library’s biology section to do some research. I had heard that the human fetus evolves from a one-cell organism to a fish to a reptile before it takes on the characteristics of a mammal. It was simple enough to develop a screenplay where some poor soul finds himself going through that process, backwards. The very book in which I did my research is seen in the movie, in an insert shot.
I also took a USC screenwriting class under Malvin Wald, trying to get a little feeling for the elements necessary for a picture. While there, I met a number of young fellows who were enrolled in the Cinema Department: Tom Boutross, Robin Kirkman, Vilis Lapenieks and others. All these students were in their early- to mid-20s, and several of them lived together shared a large two-story house they called Cinemanor. When they all showed a lot of enthusiasm about becoming part of my project, we arranged to have a couple of meetings, the first one at their place and the second in a classroom at USC. They all had the willingness, spirit and desire; I was very lucky to get them. Robin even offered to invest in the movie, which was a big step toward getting into production.
Robin turned out to be a very loyal friend through the entire Sun Demon experience. Tom Boutross became my co-director and he also edited the film. Vilis Lapenieks photographed, alternating with another couple of fellows, John Morrill and Stan Follis. (We shot on weekends, and sometimes one or more of these guys had other plans. So we always went with whoever was available.) Screen credit for the script went to another USC student, E.S. Seeley Jr., who was a friend of Robin Kirkman’s. Seeley was an esoteric type of fellow, professorial in demeanor, and later on he tried to take more credit for the writing than he deserved. Seeley kept bugging us for more money, more money; then, to our relief, he went abroad on some kind of trip, giving us a respite. But he then began writing nasty letters to Robin, threatening us with litigation unless we coughed up additional funds. He was very erratic and quite difficult — a real character. (And, no, he received no additional moneys.)
After Seeley turned in his draft, I still felt that there were rough edges. My very dear friend Beatrice Halstead worked as a secretary for George Murphy, the actor-tap dancer; she was also my business manager. Mrs. Halstead hooked me up with a writer named Doane Hoag, who worked in industrials quite a bit, and Doane did a good job of polishing up the dialogue. When we were trying to come up with a name for our new company, Mrs. Halstead thought of my wife Alyce, one of the King Sisters, and suggested, “Why don’t you use Alyce’s stage name, ‘King’? ‘Clarke-King Enterprises’?” That’s where the name of the company came from.
Since Sun Demon would be non-union, I was a bit restricted in who I could cast, but I thought it would be nice to have another semi-recognizable name in the picture. I tried to hire Andrea King. Andrea had been a Warner Bros. contract player in the 1940s, she had acted in Ronnie Ashcroft’s Outlaw Queen (1957) with me, and I thought she’d be apt to agree. But Andrea said, “I can’t do anything without my agent,” and she sort of high-hatted me. (Well…who could blame her?) So I got passed over by Andrea King, and then by an old friend of mine from Oklahoma, Amzie Strickland. Amzie and I went to high school together (different schools, same time), and she later made it big in radio acting in New York in the ‘40s. I approached Amzie about Sun Demon, and she gave the same answer that Andrea did: “I’m sorry, but I can’t do anything without talking to my agent Meyer Mishkin.” It quickly became pretty obvious, since we were paying 25 bucks a day, that we were going to have to go with unknowns.
We proceeded to get our cast through members of the crew who knew of aspiring actors and actresses around USC. We told them that this was a non-union picture and we had them come out and read. For the good and bad girls, we got Patricia Manning and Nan Peterson. They were both very sincere in their efforts. Patricia was quite good in the more dramatic role, and Nan had the sex appeal and the obvious physical equipment and looks to be the bad gal (and to appeal to the guys). Playing George the gangster, Peter Similuk had a menacing look and spoke his lines pretty well. One fellow that didn’t come off too well was Robert Garry, who played my hospital doctor. But I ought not to be too critical, since many of these people weren’t professional actors. For instance, the man who played the German doctor was named Fred Pincus, and he made glassware for hardware stores. He had a very obvious accent, and so I asked him, “Do you want to be in this movie?” I figured that if he could just remember and say the words, his accent would make it appear like he was acting. That was the first time he ever acted — and the last. (He wanted to be billed as Fred La Porta, and so that’s what we did. I didn’t know then why he wanted his name changed, and I don’t know now.) Patrick Whyte, who had a fairly sizable part as Dr. Buckell, had played a number of small roles in movies and on TV, and he thought of himself as an actor’s actor. He helped considerably: He had enthusiasm, he made some good suggestions and he gave it his best all the time.
For some of the supporting parts, I turned to my in-laws, the King family. Suzy, the little girl in the movie, was played by Xandra Conkling, my niece. Her mother, in the film and in real life, was Donna King, my wife’s sister; she was one of the original King Sisters during the Big Band era. My mother-in-law Pearl Driggs was the elderly lady sitting out on the hospital roof when I first transform into the Sun Demon. (The King Sisters’ real name was Driggs, which they changed for obvious reasons — Driggs sounded too much like dregs. So they took their father’s middle name, King, and used that instead.) We used my nephew David Sloan as the young newsboy on the street, selling papers about the manhunt for the Sun Demon. Del Courtney, who played the disc jockey, was the fiancé of my sister-in-law Yvonne King; he was an orchestra leader and a deejay in San Francisco. Yet another King Sister, Marilyn, wrote and sang the song “Strange Pursuit” which is heard in the film (mouthed by Nan Peterson). In 1982, when Paramount put together a campy compilation of monster movie clips called It Came from Hollywood, they used the scene of Nan singing that song and paid Marilyn $500 for the use of it. I’m also in that scene and so Paramount paid me a few dollars. I can’t recall now how much, because it was so minimal, but it wasn’t as much as Marilyn got, I remember that.
The King family, by the way — the sisters, the kids, Del Courtney, all of them — were wonderful. Everybody pitched in to help, and everybody received a very minimal amount of money. Donna’s son Chris told me that he was recently in San Jose and he mentioned to some guy there that his uncle was the Sun Demon. Well, the guy practically had a stroke. “Really? Your uncle was the Sun Demon?! You’re kidding. Not really.…Really?” The guy did everything but back flips. (And I wonder if the guy would have been nearly as impressed if, instead of Hideous Sun Demon, Chris had dropped the name of the King Family!)
I can’t recall precisely when we began production on Sun Demon, but it was very close to the time when Alyce gave birth to our son Cam. That puts our starting date at the very end of 1957 or the first part of 1958. We shot only on weekends: We’d have a spot picked for our shooting on a given weekend, we’d rent our lighting, camera and sound equipment on a Friday afternoon and we would therefore get two days of shooting out of a one-day rental. We shot it on 12 weekends over the course of 13 weeks. (My dad died on Friday, February 28, 1958, and that weekend we of course did not work.) Believe it or not, we started with $10,000 cash: Robin Kirkman and I each put in $5,000. That must seem ridiculous today but back then, making the sort of picture we were making, we felt that we had a shot at making a good, modest science fiction movie.
One of the reasons we were able to make The Hideous Sun Demon as economically as we did was the fact that we shot on practical locations. (This was something that Roger Corman was known for, and we just followed his lead.) For instance, when we needed a scene in a bar, we just walked into a bar in Santa Monica and asked the owner how much he would charge us to come in there and shoot. The exterior of Dr. McKenna’s house was actually a Catholic school; it was an old mansion formerly owned by silent movie star Antonio Moreno. The interiors, however, were shot at a different location, a big old four-story rooming house on Lafayette Park Avenue. It also had been a mansion in the early days of Los Angeles history, and I’d been in it a few years before, when part of an episode of I Led Three Lives was shot there. When I decided to try to use it in Sun Demon, I contacted the lady who ran the place and told her I was interested in renting it for a movie.
“Will you pay me as much as they did?” she asked, referring back to the I Led Three Lives people.
“Perhaps,” I warily replied. “How much was that?”
“Well, they paid me $25 a day.”
Needless to say, that was practically a steal — so much of a bargain, in fact, we actually wrote some extra scenes to be shot in the house, because the price was so right.
The scene where I transform on the hospital roof was shot atop a hospital on South Hope Street in downtown L.A. It’s now called the California Medical Center. We also used its ambulance driveway and a room inside (for the scene where I smashed the mirror). Also downtown was the power plant where we shot scenes of Atomic Research, Inc.
Using real locations gave our low-budget picture production values. In other words, the ocean is the ocean, whether it’s a small-budget picture or an MGM blockbuster. Shots of me walking along the cliffs were photographed at Bass Rock, and the beach scene with Nan Peterson was shot near Trancas, which is now a very fashionable area. We had sound equipment there for that scene but the roar of the ocean drowned out our voices. In post-production, Nan and I had to loop every line.
The oil fields were in the Long Beach area of what had been Signal Hill in the early 1900s. Many of those old wooden derricks still stand and still pump oil. The gas storage tank was located near the Union Station train depot, and it was made available to us through the Southern California Gas Company. It was about 300 feet high, and when I took the dummy of the Sun Demon up to the top to throw it off, my voice (as big and loud as it was) could not be heard by the camera crew down below. We had a very difficult time communicating.
One of the people partly responsible for the popularity of the movie was the fellow who fashioned the Sun Demon mask and costume, Richard Cassarino. Before I found Dick, I first looked up Jack Kevan, the very creative makeup man who made the Gill Man costume for Creature from the Black Lagoon (1954). I visited Jack in his Beverly Hills home and told him what I wanted. Jack, however, was used to working for the big studios, and he told me that he’d have to charge me about $5000. He wasn’t overpricing it, but he also wasn’t within my price range (or even close). That’s when I came upon Dick Cassarino, who was a film buff and a sometimes-actor. He made a life mask of me and then he fashioned the Sun Demon mask on that. For the scenes in which the Sun Demon was shirtless, I wore the top half of a neoprene skin-diving wetsuit covered with scales. The thing was hotter than blue blazes — so hot, in fact, that perspiration ran down my body and soaked my pants. In one still featuring the Sun Demon, taken after one of the fight scenes, it looks like I couldn’t make it to the men’s room.
In addition to creating the Sun Demon mask and costume (which ran us $500), Cassarino also worked as a set designer and he played the policeman who fights with me on the gas storage tank. (We shot all those scenes silent and added sound later.) Dick had a rubber pistol, and there’s actually a shot where he fires it and you can see the gun squash up in his hand and the barrel wobble. Dick wasn’t the only person working both sides of the camera. Robin Kirkman was our sound recordist and he played the cop that I hit and killed as I raced away from the mansion in the car. Ron Honthaner, our assistant editor, worked on the crew, and he also played a cop, the one I tackled and beat with a board in the warehouse; he was a skinny kid and we had a uniform that almost fit him. Ron later went on to work as the assistant to the producer on Gunsmoke, later became the show’s associate producer, and did well for quite a while. Doug Menville, the boom man, played a different cop.
We also accepted whatever freebies we could get. For example, in order for Dr. McKenna to have a flashy car, I struck a bargain with a dealer in the southern part of L.A. who was importing MGs. Our arrangement was that he would allow us the use of a car, a sporty little MG convertible, and in return we would give him a screen credit. Which we did. I think. I hope. [Editor’s note: Nope!]
Because I produced and co-directed the picture, I’m sometimes asked why I also played the Sun Demon, instead of simply hiring a stand-in or a stuntman to take my place in those scenes. I’ve got a very straight answer: It just never occurred to me. I think that’s pretty honest, and rather naive. I could very easily have put somebody else in the costume and nobody would ever have known the difference, and I wouldn’t have had to go through all that. It would have been a very obvious and sensible thing to do. But because I was playing Dr. McKenna, I just automatically took on the responsibility of playing the Sun Demon, too. There’s not a single shot in that movie where it isn’t me inside that outfit.
Tom Boutross, my co-director, was a tremendous amount of help. He took pains with the picture not only during production but then later, during the editing, when he also treated it with great loving care. In one scene the Sun Demon bursts into the house, frightening his girlfriend. Tom employed a dolly shot: The camera moved in toward the door as the door opened and I entered, rushing the camera. That was Tom’s pet shot, and it might be the most memorable shot in the picture. It required a great deal of effort on the part of our semi-amateur crew; they had to lay track on the rough floor in order to make the shot smooth, the guy on focus had to follow-focus with the camera moving, etc. It was a very difficult shot for those guys, who were still learning the business.
Production went smoothly over the course of the 12 weekends and everyone got along nicely. In fact, the one and only time that anyone got a little bit difficult, that person was me. We were shooting the scene on the hospital roof, and I was wearing that hot mask and running around — I was just sweltering. We shot the scene where I jump up out of the wheelchair and run through the doorway, back into the hospital, and I was anxious to move along, to get these scenes finished up so that I could get out of that mask and costume. I looked around and everybody was just standing around, the crew and everybody, chitchatting away. I guess, if anybody ever kinda lost their temper on the picture, at that point I did. “Come on, you guys. We gotta break down that setup and go down and shoot in the hospital.” I became upset for a few moments because I was so hot and they all seemed so lackadaisical. But, again, I really can’t blame them at all; it was more like they were volunteering their efforts, because the pay was so negligible: 25 bucks a day and all the hamburgers they could eat.
My brother Bill Clarke worked as a sales manager at an NBC-affiliate radio station in Amarillo, Texas, and through a friend of his, he offered me the opportunity to go to Amarillo and premiere Sun Demon at a drive-in. (The title was still The Sun Demon at that point; Hideous was added later.) The drive-in manager, Mr. Doyle, advertised it heavily and we had a great turnout: For five nights, we packed the drive-in, and we ended up doing $5,000 gross business in an era when admission was probably 50 cents. I was there, along with Nan Peterson, making personal appearances, and we got good publicity.
When Mr. Doyle offered to fly me in his little Piper Cub to Dallas, to show the picture to Universal, I seized the opportunity. It was a hot, hot day, and I had to lug around the 35mm print of Sun Demon, eight heavy reels. They ran the picture and they gave me an introduction to Universal in California, but to my dismay the people at Universal out here didn’t show any substantial interest. I then had an opportunity to show it at Warner Bros., and I had high hopes that Warners might buy it because I knew they had recently acquired a Roger Corman picture called Stakeout on Dope Street (1958). But Warner Bros. passed.
Next I was introduced to Jim Nicholson, the president of American International. I went out to Nicholson’s house, where I met his wife Sylvia and their three daughters, and I showed the picture there. Nicholson’s daughters liked it, which I thought was a good sign, and Nicholson said, “Show it to Sam Arkoff.” I left the print with Arkoff, and he ran it and got back to me. He said he liked it, but he added, “Those jiggling boobs of the gal [Peterson], as she runs down the steps toward the beach — you’ve got to cut that.” (Shows you how far we’ve come.) Arkoff offered me a flat distribution deal, but I’d already been forewarned by Ronnie Ashcroft that I wouldn’t get any money if I made an agreement like that. Too many other producers gave their pictures to companies like AIP and never made a dime — that was a well-known fact. I told Arkoff that I wanted to use Sun Demon as a door opener and produce other pictures, but Arkoff wasn’t open to that sort of arrangement. “Oh,” he said, “we’ve got too many producers now. But we’ll distribute it for you.” I said no thanks.
Some time later, I was on the General Service Studios lot for some reason, maybe to show Sun Demon to someone. It was there, in one of the offices, that I ran into Les Guthrie, the very fine production manager with whom I’d worked on The Man from Planet X (1951), Sword of Venus (1953) and other pictures. I told Les what I was up to, and it was Les who told me about a company called Miller Consolidated Pictures. A pair of guys named John Miller and Mike Miller (no relation) had started their own outfit — they wanted to be another Nicholson and Arkoff — and they were getting ready to shoot their first picture, Date with Death, in Roswell, New Mexico. The Millers told me that they’d be needing a companion picture for Date with Death, and I indicated that I might be interested in letting them have Sun Demon if they’d make me the right kind of deal: I told them I wanted a three-picture contract. They said, “Well, fine. If you don’t require any money up front for your Sun Demon, we’ll release that with our picture [Date with Death] as a double bill.” They also gave me a part in Date with Death, a job which paid $450 or $500. I was the head of a crime syndicate and Gerald Mohr played a hobo-turned-police chief who gets the goods on me. The leading lady was Liz Renay, the girlfriend of mobster Mickey Cohen.
Through the distribution arm of their company (Pacific International), the Millers released The Hideous Sun Demon and Date With Death.
Sun Demon didn’t get very many reviews, and none of the reviews that it did get made it out to be any kind of gem, but they were generally fair to the film and pointed out that it would fulfill the demands of its market. In England it was released under the title Blood on His Lips and rated X (another sign of changing times).
Looking back on my acting in the film, I think I overdid it a little bit, I did too much of a “Kirk Douglas.” For example, in the scene where I’m sitting on a divan and I’m very emotional over my situation (“Why should I be the one? Why me?”) — that was perhaps too melodramatic. We did that scene about 14 times before I could bring myself to say, “Okay, that’s a take.” I kept saying, “Let’s do it again” — and again, and again — because I had it in my mind that this would be the scene which would prove that I could act. I don’t know that it proved anything, except that I could do it 14 times.
One of the things about Hideous Sun Demon I’m most often complimented on is the background music. I’d like to accept those compliments, but I can’t: It all came from the Capitol Record Library. We paid a usage fee and John Seely, a music editor, picked music cues and edited them together. Later, after we did the movie, I would often hear those same cues on TV shows, and I’d say to myself, “Oh. That’s from the scene where…” — whatever it was. So it was funny when I would receive letters about Hideous Sun Demon which emphasized that the music was so great.
I am proud about two things with regard to Sun Demon: One, that we had a good story (we followed a very good pattern laid down by Robert Louis Stevenson) and, two, that the picture has pace. That picture never stops. It moves. And to this day I have people telling me that it holds up and it’s still interesting and it engages their interest as an action-sci-fi-horror film. The hopes I had for it have come to a fruition, even more than I expected, because it now has its own little slot in that genre. I certainly don’t mean to imply that I’m comparing it with pictures like Invasion of the Body Snatchers or Forbidden Planet, science-fiction picture that were super-great. But on the lower level of exploitation, drive-in-style sci-fi flicks, Hideous Sun Demon has certainly found its place of popularity, partly because it had a little more to it, it had elements that others didn’t. This is what the fans tell me and I find that very flattering — particularly since that was precisely one of the things I set out to achieve when we made it. I was also very fortunate to join forces with all of those great guys from the USC Cinema Department, Tom Boutross and Robin Kirkman and the rest, all of them film nuts dedicated to turning out something good.
The fans tell me we did. I’d like to agree.
 





Buddy, can you paradigm?: Robert Clarke modeled the Sun Demon story after one of his movie favorites, the 1931 Fredric March Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. March and Miriam Hopkins in Jekyll.





Clarke and Nan Peterson in Sun Demon.





Clarke told interviewer Marty Baumann, “When Alyce and I were first married, I took our last $5000 and started making this movie. Does that sound like Ed Wood?” Pictured: Clarke, Nan Peterson, d.p. John Morrill.





Eager to do more in Hollywood than act, 37-year-old Robert Clarke hoped that Sun Demon would open the door to a film producing career. Left to right: Fred La Porta, Clarke, Patricia Manning, Patrick Whyte.





Unrequited love: Patricia Manning as Gil’s loyal colleague Ann Lansing.





Clarke and (in wheelchair) his mother-in-law Pearl Driggs in the hospital rooftop scene. In background are d.p. Vilis Lapenieks and (behind the board) USC Cinema student Erik Darstaad, an uncredited cameraman on the movie.





Kirkman, co-director Tom Boutross and Clarke between takes during the dramatic “Cheese it! The cops!” scene.





Unbelievable! Incredible!…Incontinent? Actually, it’s just perspiration.





Gil’s snazzy MG gets a windshield wipe from a gas station attendant (played by Sun Demon assistant director Tom Miller).





Break time atop the South Hope Street hospital with (left to right) Robin C. Kirkman, Doug Menville, Tom Boutross, Milt Roberts (a USC student/Cinemanor-ite who may or may not have worked on the movie), Tom Miller, Stan Follis (with pipe) and Vilis Lapenieks.





Meet the press: Clarke and Nan Peterson arrive in Texas for The Sun Demon’s world premiere at a local drive-in.





Pacific International’s theatrical poster shortened the title to Hideous Sun Demon (no The). Second-billed Patricia Manning isn’t visually represented; instead we get artwork of a screaming Alix Talton, swiped from the poster of 1957’s The Deadly Mantis!





Boutross, Clarke and Kirkman.





D.P. John Morrill looks on as Cassarino appears to be extracting a Hideous Sun Booger.





Clarke, decades after making The Hideous Sun Demon, with a Bob Burns-created Sun Demon mask.








Notes on the Scripts
by Tom Weaver
 
On the following pages, the first of the two reproduced scripts is Sauros by Phil Hiner. (See Clarke’s introductory chapter for more on Hiner.) Set in Guatemalan jungles, it features a character who becomes a reptile man in sunlight, but otherwise it bears almost no resemblance to the movie The Hideous Sun Demon. Hiner had to have also written a second script, much more like the eventual film, before USCer E.S. Seeley Jr. penned The Sun Demon’s Final Revised Shooting Script. But I have never found a copy of this interim script.
Notice, early in Sauros, the full page devoted to makeup man Jack P. Pierce. By 1957, Clarke had already encountered Pierce on various sets, knew of his makeup feats at Universal (Frankenstein, The Mummy, The Wolf Man, more) and hoped to get him to do the monster makeup for Sauros. That script page was included, Clarke told me, in hopes of making a good impression on the makeup wiz. (If Clarke ever told me whether or not he actually approached Pierce and offered him the job, I do not remember.)
Seeley’s The Sun Demon, dated October 17, 1957, follows. To enhance your reading, consult this list of some of the differences between the Seeley script and the finished film:
 
Gil's entire ambulance ride to the hospital, plus a page-and-a-half's worth of hospital activity, comprises the pre-credits sequence.


 
In the movie, as Gil’s ambulance speeds through city streets, we hear voiceover narration (not in the script) spoken by Patrick Whyte, who plays Dr. Buckell: “Immediately after the launching of U.S. satellites #1 and #3 into outer space, newspaper headlines across the country told the world of a new radiation hazard from the sun, far more deadly than cosmic rays. An obscure scientist, my colleague, Dr. Gilbert McKenna, had already discovered this danger from the sun. This is his story…” There was a boomlet of movies with outer space monsters during that Sputnik era; perhaps this voiceover was added because Clarke wanted to make Sun Demon seem like it was in that subgenre. The trailer goes so far as to imply that the Sun Demon came from outer space.


 
Like dipso Don in The Lost Weekend (1945), Gil (in the script) resorts to trickery to get his nips: While hospitalized for radiation exposure, he keeps a flask of gin hidden in his bedside water pitcher (page 14).


 
In the movie, Gil begins to transform into the Sun Demon on the hospital roof and makes a simple dash back to his room. In the script (page 20), the scene is more elaborate, with the camera at Gil’s heels as he runs through the corridors; patients and nurses react with horror as he passes.


 
Pages 29-32: Ann visits Gil’s hospital room to show her support, and gets the brush with the hard bristles, in a scene not in the movie. During this conversation, he identifies the house where much of the movie is subsequently set as “my father’s old place.”


 
After Gil and Trudy take their high-speed cliff-side drive in the movie, “problem drinker” Gil gets a decanter out of the between-seats storage compartment. In the script (page 52), he has her push a button on the dashboard and, James Bond-ishly, part of the fascia drops down to reveal a well-equipped built-in bar. (Gil: “I had it put in when I bought the car.”)


 
The movie’s nighttime beach scene ends with Gil and Trudy on their feet, embracing and kissing. In the script (page 58), the climax to this scene finds them lying in the sand, making out; the camera pans down their bodies until it reaches their feet which intertwine and caress each other. The script then calls for a follow-up shot of an ocean wave crashing explosively against a pointed rock; “The spray dashes high into the air as an obvious symbol of what has just occurred between Gil and Trudy…”


 
Gil falls asleep on the beach and wakes to see the sun in the morning sky. His over-the-speed-limit ride home is made more suspenseful in the script (pages 60-61), where he is spotted and pursued by a motorcycle cop and must take evasive action.


 
In the movie, after Gil receives a brutal beatdown from George and two other thugs, Trudy announces she’s taking him to a hospital; as she struggles to get Gil to his feet, George and his friends saunter away (“Let’s get outta here…”). In the script, Trudy says that she wants to take the semi-conscious Gil over to her place. Quite improbably, George not only accepts this, but even helps her carry Gil to her car (page 79-80).


 
Trudy is more volatile in the script than in the movie, and comes to a violent end (pages 83-85). Fleeing the scene of her murder, the Sun Demon causes much commotion (pages 85-86).


 
In the script, when Police Lt. Peterson is told that Gil (fleeing in his convertible) ran over a police officer, his comeback (page 96) is: “Oh great.” The name of the run-over cop, Willis, is mentioned in the script but not in the movie. Only obliquely does the movie inform us that Willis dies from his injuries: Lt. Peterson tells the radio deejay, “[Gil has] killed twice,” and that can only mean George and Willis.


 
In the oil field finale, Gil (trying to stay out of view of the arriving policemen) carries Suzy around in a few shots, then allows her to run off. But in the script (page 120-21), Gil stands in the shack doorway deliberately using Suzy as a human shield to stymie the approaching policemen. Then, ignoring one cop’s shouted order “Stop in the name of the Law,” he runs away carrying her. He escapes into an area filled with high grass before the sun’s rays cause him to collapse; only then can Suzy escape his grip.


 
The script calls for the final chase to take place inside and atop a large stack of trolley cars not far from the shack (pages 123-26).


 
The movie’s final lines are spoken by Dr. Buckell as he, Ann and Dr. Hoffmann turn away from Gil’s body at the base of the gasometer: “Don’t cry, Ann. Perhaps you should cry. The rest of us can only hope that his life was not wasted.” The lines are not well-written and cannot be well-delivered (and they’re not!). But in the script (page 126), it’s even worse: A cop bends down to examine Gil’s broken body at the base of the trolley car stack, then rises, waves to grieving Ann and others (standing by a nearby car) and says, “It’s okay. He’s dead.”


 
Following Sauros and The Sun Demon in the Scripts Section is the 24-page outline Sorceress by Arthur C. Pierce, written in 1976 when Clarke was looking to produce more sci-fi movies. Pierce was the writer of such highly derivative SF flicks as The Cosmic Man (1959), Mutiny in Outer Space (1965), Cyborg 2087 and Destination Inner Space (1966), Clarke’s own Beyond the Time Barrier (1960) and more. For additional info on Sorceress, see the “Fun Facts” section.





Sun Demon crew members at work on the movie’s opening scene.





The Sun Demon’s first beach scene was shot day-for-night but that didn’t make the Pacific water much warmer for Peterson and Clarke.





His judgment fogged by heavy breathing, Gil (Clarke) allows himself to fall asleep on the beach with Trudy (Peterson) — and awakens in sunlight.












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Pearl Driggs actually was wheelchair-bound at the time of shooting Sun Demon, her daughter Marilyn King told me, but she stands in this behind-the-scenes candid with son-in-law Clarke. According to Marilyn, “Mom loved it!” (loved playing the hospital roof patient).




















“Oh noooo — it can’t beeeee!”























































How to Make a Monster: Clarke holds still as Richard Cassarino paints his face with alginate in preparation for making a negative mold of his head. Cassarino would later fill that negative mold with plaster, thus producing a positive head of Clarke. On that plaster head, he would then sculpt in clay the Sun Demon head.













































Clarke strikes a wild pose. Lurking below is USC student Marvin Walowitz, who must have been helping out that day. Walowitz later became a sound editor (Night Tide, Wolfen, TRON, Basic Instinct, Twister, the 2001 Planet of the Apes, dozens more).



































One of the many “Sun Demon menaces Trudy” photos shot for publicity purposes. In the movie, Trudy only sees the Sun Demon once, at a distance, as he strangles George.




































































































Gil (Clarke) arrives home from the beach after fully transforming behind the wheel of his MG. When Clarke had trouble scaling the side of the house, Tom Boutross parked his Dodge so that Clarke could start his climb from its roof.
















































































A posed publicity shot with Clarke as Gil and Peter Similuk as tough-guy George, who goes through the movie like Murder looking for a place to happen. The Canadian-born Similuk, a real estate broker and (very) occasional movie actor, died in 2003.


















































“The most memorable shot in the picture,” according to Clarke: The Sun Demon makes a sudden entrance.






































































Let’s hope that Robert Clarke wasn’t quite this deflated when The Hideous Sun Demon turned into a losing proposition for him (financially).




























































Gil’s (Clarke) little helper Suzy was played by his niece Xandra Conkling. One of her delightful memories of doing Sun Demon: “I got to keep the tea set that I played with in the movie, and that was big-time!”





“Tanks a lot!”: Suzy (Xandra Conkling) tries to help Gil (Clarke), and her reward is to be used as a human shield.

































































When it came time to shoot the scene of Gil transforming into the monster on the ground near the oil field (the movie’s only on-camera transformation), Sun Demon costume maker Cassarino was not completely prepared to do the makeup application job, which annoyed Clarke.





The best Cassarino could manage was to put black makeup around Clarke’s eyes and a few pieces of rubber on his face. Clarke considered this scene a weak spot in the movie.















The Sun Demon talks smack to Johnny Law (Cassarino).





The climactic sky-high fight to the finish between the Sun Demon (Clarke) and the pursuing patrolman (Richard Cassarino). Cassarino used three names in the movie’s on-screen credits: Gianbattista Cassarino (as art director and assistant to the producers), Ben Sarino (as makeup) and Cass Richards (as an actor).















Promotional artwork for Clarke’s never-made Sun Demon follow-up film Sorceress.
































































































































The Sun Demon: Its Drive-in World Premiere
by Gary D. Rhodes
 
This chapter is an abbreviated version of Gary D. Rhodes’s article “A Drive-In Horror by Default: The Premiere of The Hideous Sun Demon,” first published in Monsters from the Vault #13.
 
By 1958, actor Robert Clarke had grown weary of starring in low-budget films and playing secondary roles at the major studios and on television programs. He had a wife and family to support, but he also had something else: “A really burning fever to make movies. Crazy, really, to want to make a film of my own independently, but that’s what I wanted almost more than anything.” That burning fever became The Hideous Sun Demon (1958). Over the years, it has turned into a cult classic, and has been released over and over again on VHS and DVD. But Clarke  — who was exhausted after finishing the film  — originally had difficulties finding a distributor.
In June 1958, he clipped a series of articles on the “how and why of horror movies” printed in the Los Angeles Herald and Express. The title of the first entry, “Horror Films Lure Teeners,” stuck in his memory: the under-20 crowd had definitely become the major constituency of horror. According to the newspaper, “Chances are that when Junior borrows the family car, he and his date will hold hands at a drive-in while the monster with three heads and a million eyes pursues a teenage movie heroine through outer space.”
But to Bob Clarke, the most important and inspiring proclamation of all was:
 
While most Hollywood producers are in deep mourning for the bonanza days when television was something out of science fiction and big stars meant big money, the makers of horror movies…laugh all the way to the bank. The horror cycle is at its peak. Independent producers, geared to cheap production and fast returns, have gotten rich.


 
Clarke wanted fast returns and the chance to produce more films. But to get rich, producers have to get their films projected. And The Sun Demon, as it was originally titled, had no pending screenings. Nothing had been booked.
So Bob Clarke’s brother William came up with a brilliant plan. Since 1952, Bill had been sales manager at KGNC-TV, Channel 4 in Amarillo, Texas. During his years there, he had come to know many people in the Texas movie and entertainment business. For example, he regularly chatted with Blue Doyle, manager of the Crossroads Company, which owned three drive-in theaters in Amarillo. They often spoke about Bob Clarke and his film career.
When Doyle suggested, “Why not premiere The Sun Demon in Amarillo?”, Bill Clarke quickly phoned his brother. Bob excitedly agreed to the idea. After all, drive-in theatres had reached their zenith of popularity in the late ‘50s, and no one else was knocking at his door.
Plans solidified, with Amarillo’s Tascosa Drive-in chosen as the best venue. It was the largest and best attended of Doyle’s theaters, featuring more parking spaces than the others. It was also was geographically adjacent to KGNC-TV, which soon acted as a kind of headquarters for the film’s publicity. “You could walk from the back door of the station straight into the concession stand of the Tascosa; they were that close together,” Bill Clarke later remembered.
Doyle scheduled the premiere for August 29, 1958, booking Allied Artists’ Attack of the Crab Monsters (1957) for the bottom of what would be a double-bill. He also wanted to feature Bob Clarke in person, along with Nan Peterson, thinking the actress’s attractive appearance would help generate interest among local movie fans.
The Crossroads Company arranged for Ray Johnson Advertising to design two different 3x7 newspaper ads and one more sized at 4x10. All proclaimed, “See the star of the picture in person. He will change from man to monster before your eyes. Never before attempted in any theatre. Don’t miss it.” Rather than keep the creature hidden from view, each ad showed Clarke wearing the Sun Demon mask.
The same ad agency also designed and printed 6000 heralds to be distributed in and around Amarillo. Nearly 11x14 in size, they could be posted in area businesses and given to would-be patrons. The design was similar to the newspaper ads: they pictured Bob undergoing the transformation into the Sun Demon, as well as a somewhat provocative image of actress Nan Peterson.
Ray Johnson Advertising also wrote and arranged airplay for several radio ads, which ran on various Amarillo stations. For example, KZIP ran a 30-second ad 40 times and a ten-second ad 20 times. The half-minute ad also ran 50 times on both KGNC and KLYN. The ten-second ad was also heard on two other stations: ten times on KLYN and 50 times on KAMQ. All were aired between August 28 and September 1, 1958. The script for the ten-second commercial read:
 
A beautiful girl…A handsome man…A sunny beach…Romance…Then…Before her very eyes…[Scream…Snarls]…From man…To Monster! See The Sun Demon…Tonight at the Tascosa Drive-in Theatre…North on Fillmore Street!


 
The 30-second commercial allowed time to build on the modern scientific aspects of the story:
 
SOUND: BUBBLING SOUND


 
ANNOUNCER: Born in the seething cauldron of an atomic furnace…and came to life with a roar like thunder!


 
SOUND: EXPLOSION


 
ANNOUNCER
[in echo chamber]:
The Sun Demon!


 
SOUND: SCREAM AND SNARLS


 
ANNOUNCER: Never in the wildest nightmare…was there a creature like this unbelievable product of a scientific mistake! A normal human being in the cool of night. But in the ultraviolet rays of the sun…


 
SOUND: EXPLOSION


 
ANNOUNCER
[in echo chamber]:
The Sun Demon!


 
ANNOUNCER: See the stark and startling story of The Sun Demon…Tonight at the Tascosa Drive-in Theatre, north on Fillmore Street. He changes from man to monster before your eyes! The Sun Demon! Tonight at the Tascosa Drive-in Theatre, north on Fillmore Street. Also showing… Attack of the Crab Monsters.


 
Sounds of explosions and buzzwords like “atomic” created a modern texture for the film; they placed it more firmly in the cross-genre of horror-science fiction, a combination that those Los Angeles Herald and Express articles had claimed were hits with teenagers.
Bill Clarke was also able to schedule some television commercials. The KGNC-TV continuity for the first commercial, dated August 29, 1958, is as follows:
 
Announcing — the world premiere of a motion picture that will long be remembered for its terror, its fright, and shocking suspense…The searing rays of the sun — that has been worshipped and feared by humans since the beginning of time — turns Man into Monster.


Before your eyes, you will see the terror that is unleashed by the Sun Demon. Experience the shock and suspense that the Sun Demon brings to a mighty Metropolis. Thrill to the brutal tower of strength that flows in its veins — the hypnotic spell cast by his evil face.


 
Oddly, the TV script did not build on the science fiction aspects of the story. Much like the shorter radio spots, the script reads like the horror film advertisements of the 1940s.
Publicity also came from free press, much of it focusing on Bob Clarke and Nan Peterson attending the premiere. “Two Actors Due for Premiere Here Friday,” one article announced. “The actors will appear onstage… one time only on Friday. The stage appearance will take place between the two features and will last for approximately ten minutes…”
Interest in the premiere continued throughout the weekend of August 29, 1958, spurred in part by Bill Clarke’s friends in the local media scene. KGNC broadcast a TV interview with Bob Clarke, and his radio interview on KLYN caused enough advance excitement for the station to sell ad time to support it.
Bill McReynolds, staff writer at the Amarillo Daily News, caught Clarke and Peterson shortly after their arrival in Texas, writing that they were “understandably tired, [having] left Hollywood Friday morning and land[ing] in Amarillo to the customary fanfare of television and interviews.” Clarke also spoke to the newspaper about his choice of making a “monster picture” as his first film as producer:
“Well, it all goes back to why people go to see picture shows. Survey after survey indicates that our audiences of today are predominantly teenagers. At least, the teenagers are the ones that most frequently attend… Naturally, then, I decided to tailor my film to those who would be most likely to see it.”
Clarke was drawing once again on the ideas he had read about in the Herald and Express, still hoping for the same kind of box office success that the newspaper had described. All that remained was scoring a hit in Amarillo. Good press and large crowds: they would be key.
On the evening of the premiere, excitement grew. Bob’s wife Alyce sent a telegram that arrived late that afternoon, which read, “The most of everything tonight darling, especially all my love.” A few hours later, at twilight, the film began, flickering onto the Tascosa screen. Cars filled the parking area, meeting and soon exceeding attendance expectations.
The Sun Demon played well, eliciting a number of audible screams and laughs. The carloads of people sitting in the summer heat weren’t disappointed. While the film lit up the screen, Bob Clarke was sitting a few blocks away, hoping and praying the evening would go well.
By the time THE END flashed on the outdoor screen, a motorcade had begun a few blocks away. Police cars led a Cadillac convertible into the Tascosa parking lot. Bob Clarke and Nan Peterson waved from their open-air vehicle while police sirens sounded in front of them. Searchlights beamed into the night air as the two stars made their way up a makeshift flight of stairs that led to the top of the Tascosa concession stand. Amidst cheers from the crowd, other lights illuminated Bob Clarke and Peterson.
The following is a transcript of the premiere, which was recorded on an audio transcription disk by Patterson Recording:
 
ANNOUNCER: Ladies and gentlemen, The Sun Demon now…Robert Clarke and Nan Peterson, escorted by the highway patrol and the sheriff’s department. Here they come in the big white Cadillac [laughs]! Stars of the show Sun Demon
[applause]…world premiering here in Amarillo [applause]!


 
ROBERT CLARKE: That was some chase, wasn’t it? [apparently referring to the police vehicles in the motorcade]


 
ANNOUNCER: Can you hear us out there, ladies and gentlemen? Can you hear? Can we get a little more volume, please? Need just a little more volume. Can you hear us all right now? Not yet? Is that all the volume we can get? Hello, testing. Hello, testing. Hello, testing. [Banging sound against the microphone.] More volume, Mr. Projectionist…Ladies and gentlemen, we’d like to welcome our stars for The Sun Demon, Nan Peterson, the very lovely lady that you saw in our movie…I think we’re getting a little more volume…and Mr. Robert Clarke, who flew in from Hollywood, California, early this afternoon. He left California early this morning, and we’d like to talk to him just a few minutes to find out just how he came about making this picture, The Sun Demon. First of all, ordinarily it’s ladies first, but Bob, we’d like you to get another fellow for us in a little bit, so we’d like to talk to you for just a few minutes before we call Mr. Brooks [Hal Brooks, executive manager of the Crossroads Theater Company].


 
CLARKE: Okay, Larry, just so that I don’t crowd Nan here. She is sooo pretty, this girl.


 
ANNOUNCER: Oh, isn’t that the truth? Can ya’ll see this pretty young lady? [Cheers] Can ya’ll? Wooooo! [Cheers and wolf whistles] Bob Clarke has been in the motion picture industry for quite some time. Bob, I wonder if you can tell us where you came from originally.





CLARKE: Well, originally my home is right near Amarillo. Oklahoma City.


 
ANNOUNCER: And whatever prompted you to go out to Hollywood to become a movie actor?


 
CLARKE: Well, I guess, crazy ambition like anybody would have who wanted to get in this crazy business.


 
ANNOUNCER: I see. Did you have any background before you went to Hollywood?


 
CLARKE: Yeah, I was at the University of Wisconsin, in the theatrical school there.


 
ANNOUNCER: Can you give us a list of a few of the pictures you’ve played in, in Hollywood?


 
CLARKE: Well, perhaps some of you remember The Man From Planet X [1951], and the picture I did with Claire Trevor, called Hard, Fast, and Beautiful [1951], and more recently one that was here in Amarillo, Girl with an Itch [1958]. ‘Course I’ve been on TV.


 
ANNOUNCER:
The Benny Goodman Story [1955].


 
CLARKE:
Benny Goodman Story. That was a while back. And been on Sea Hunt of course, and Dragnet and quite a number of TV things.


 
ANNOUNCER: Quite a lot of TV shows, and we’ve seen you over several of the channels here in Amarillo.


 
CLARKE: Thank you, Larry. Keep lookin’.


 
ANNOUNCER: Oh, we’ll certainly do that. And Bob, how did you ever get the idea for The Sun Demon?


 
CLARKE: Well, it came about as a result of my having a very sincere interest in pictures that are full of action and science fiction type of story. I remember the picture, the original Jekyll and Hyde. You probably recall?


 
ANNOUNCER: Oh yes. Oldtimers remember that.


 
CLARKE: The old ones remember that. Well, I got a big kick out of that as a kid. Not too big a kid. And it’s been kind of an ambition to do something along that line and bring it up to date, with science fiction and radiation poisoning and so on.


 
ANNOUNCER: Where was this picture shot? On location?


 
CLARKE: Well, this picture was made in the environs of Los Angeles, principally. We went on one location about a hundred miles away, but mostly around Los Angeles itself.


 
ANNOUNCER: How long did it take to shoot the picture Sun Demon?


 
CLARKE: Actually, three weeks of shooting. In the entire preparation, planning and so on, about nine months. There’s a lot of work in there.


 
ANNOUNCER: I imagine so.


 
CLARKE: And you have to pay a lot of money for a girl like this [Nan Peterson], you know. Her salary is at least 50 cents an hour [laughs].


 
ANNOUNCER: Well, that’s about a quarter more than I make [laughs]. But Bob, we sure want to thank you for coming by, and I wonder if you would be kind enough now to get Mr. Brooks up here.


 
CLARKE: Mr. Brooks, who I think certainly should receive a wonderful hand, as well as Mr. Doyle, who made it possible for us to be here tonight. We want to thank them and thank all of you wonderful folks for coming. Let me get Mr. Brooks. I’ll be back in just a second.


 
ANNOUNCER: Okay, fine. Thank you very much. While Bob is going to get Mr. Brooks, who is the executive…[Cheers from the crowd for Nan Peterson] Oh boy! This is one of the best jobs I ever had in my life, and they gave me two Cokes and a bag of popcorn for doing the job tonight — it was well worth it. I wonder, Nan Peterson, if you could tell us a little bit about your background. How did you ever get into moving pictures?


 
NAN PETERSON: Well, I come originally from Minneapolis, Larry. I’ve been out to Hollywood about a year, and I’ve always wanted to be an actress.


 
ANNOUNCER: You’ve always wanted to be an actress ever since you were a little girl. What did you do to prepare for it?


 
PETERSON: I went to the University of Minnesota and I took up radio-speech, and I spent my junior year at UCLA studying theater arts and then I spent a summer at the Sorbonne in Paris studying mime with [Marcel] Marceau.


 
ANNOUNCER: Is that right? And then you came to Hollywood. And how did you ever meet Bob and get into this movie The Sun Demon?


 
PETERSON: On a regular interview. He interviewed for the part…And I was tested for the part.


 
ANNOUNCER: And you made good by testing for the part. And I guess you all remember this young lady. You couldn’t hardly forget her. Her first appearance in a movie was as the singer in the nightclub [referring to a scene in Sun Demon], is that right?


 
PETERSON: Yes.


 
ANNOUNCER: And from there you progressed admirably well.


 
PETERSON: To the beach! [referring to the Sun Demon beach scene]


 
ANNOUNCER
[laughs]: Is this your first picture, Nan?


 
PETERSON: This was my first picture, yes.


 
ANNOUNCER: I understand that there’s some things in the works for future pictures for you.


 
PETERSON: Yes, I’m planning to do one called Bourbon Street Blues in New Orleans.


 
ANNOUNCER: Oh, in New Orleans. Wonderful.


 
PETERSON: I’ll be playing a…[Laughs]


 
ANNOUNCER: Uh-huh, you’ll be playing a…


 
PETERSON: A strip-dancer.


 
ANNOUNCER: A strip-dancer. Oh boy!


 
PETERSON: I’ll have a double!


 
ANNOUNCER: She’ll have a double! Well, Nan, we heard during the show tonight that they’re never gonna go out in the sun again [laughs]. Did you have quite a thrill making this picture with Bob?


 
PETERSON: It was a lot of fun…The only bad part of it: We shot all the sequences at the beach early in the morning about 5 o’clock and —


 
ANNOUNCER: Oh my gosh!


 
PETERSON: And the one time when I had to go in the water, it was awfully cold.


 
ANNOUNCER: Ice cold! What was this thrilling incident while you were making the picture about the car, when you parked the car at the cliff with Bob after you left the nightclub?


 
PETERSON: Well, we almost went over the cliff!


 
ANNOUNCER: You almost went over the cliff!


 
PETERSON: In fact, one time I jumped out of the car. They thought I was silly.





ANNOUNCER: They thought you were silly for jumping out to save your life!


 
PETERSON: I don’t believe in suffering that much for your art!


 
ANNOUNCER
[laughs]: Wonderful! Nan, Mr. Brooks, the fellow who’s made this world premiere possible, is standing back there. Wonder if we could get him up here. Mr. Hal Brooks, ladies and gentlemen, who is the executive manager of the Crossroads Theaters company. How did you ever happen to arrange for this world premiere here at Tascosa?


 
HAL BROOKS: Well, we just been most fortunate that we were selected here in Amarillo to have the picture first, at the Tascosa Theater.


 
ANNOUNCER: Wonderful! And I’ll bet it’s been as big a pleasure for you meeting Nan Peterson and Bob Clarke as it has been for me —


 
BROOKS: It certainly has.


 
ANNOUNCER: — and lots of us here in the industry…I know the people of Amarillo have enjoyed this picture tremendously, and I think they owe you a big vote of thanks for bringin’ it here.


 
BROOKS: Well, we’ve been very thrilled to have them, and I’d like to say now that we have been successful in talking both Bob and Nan into staying over for another night.


 
ANNOUNCER: They’re going to be here again tomorrow night in person? Wonderful! Well, I hope some of the folks will come back and see ‘em.


 
BROOKS: I hope so too.


 
ANNOUNCER: Fine. Thank you very much, and where did Bob go, Mr. Brooks?


 
BROOKS: I’ll see if I can find him.


 
ANNOUNCER: Bye-bye, Mr. Brooks.


 
ANNOUNCER: Well, Nan, we certainly enjoyed your role in the movie tonight. Bob said it took about three —


 
PETERSON:
[screams twice, loudly].


 
The archival recording of the premiere concludes with a number of screams, cheers and hollers from the crowds as the Sun Demon briefly ran into the parking lot. As a result, the film — incarnated in the personage of its title character — broke the boundary between movie screen and audience. In the best tradition of film ballyhoo, a live Sun Demon invaded the audience’s space, moving from car to car as the recording comes to an end.
After Clarke ran behind the concession stand and took off the mask, he wiped the sweat from his forehead. It was time to remove the scaled claws and prepare for a night of glad-handing. A cocktail party honoring him and The Sun Demon began at ten that night at the Tascosa Country Club.
The Sun Demon attracted 1469 moviegoers on opening night; 1343 on Saturday, August 30; 1172 on Sunday, August 31; 482 on Monday, September 1; and 244 on Tuesday, September 2, the last day of the film’s run. The drop-off on the last two days was not unexpected, as weekdays (especially Tuesday through Thursday) generally brought in much smaller crowds than weekends. Instead, the one surprise was probably August 31, a day when Clarke and Peterson were not present in person but the turnout was almost as large as on the two days that they were.
When Clarke eventually received a Percentage Engagement Report from Blue Doyle, it included a check for $785.84, which amounted to half of the net proceeds. The gross had been $3,061.50, but authorized deductions amounted to $1,489.81; they broke down to $660.83 for newspaper ads, $214.72 for Clarke and Peterson’s airline tickets, $499.26 for radio ads and ad designs-heralds, and $15 for Attack of the Crab Monsters rental fees. The percentage that Bob received did not include a cut of the concessions, which generated a large percentage of the profits drive-ins make. “We didn’t even bother asking Doyle for a cut of those,” brother Bill said. “We knew they wouldn’t give a cent of that take, so we didn’t even try to get them to budge.”
Clarke had done well, not only in attendance, but also in the overall deal itself. Most drive-ins of the era preferred to pay flat fees to screen the films they rented, and when they did pay percentages in 1958, they weren’t usually deals for 50 percent.
Happy with the outcome, Doyle offered to fly Clarke in his Piper Cub airplane to Dallas, where he could screen The Sun Demon for the city’s Universal Studios Exchange. According to Clarke, “It was really hot weather and my God I was sweating as I carried film cans for a few blocks to get to the Universal people. When I finally got up to speak to them, they said they had been watching me trudging down the street. That must have been a sure signal to them that I was in deep and wasn’t in much of a bargaining position.”
The Sun Demon was screened and the response was relatively warm. On September 5, 1958, R.N. Wilkinson of the Dallas office penned a letter to Clarke:
 
Pursuant to our conversation of yesterday, I wish to advise that there is a possibility of our using a picture such as your Sun Demon which might possibly be placed as a lower half of a double bill with a suitable companion picture for the top half. It may be possible for us to use this picture with a subject currently going into production based on The
Phantom of the Opera.


As I discussed with you yesterday, after you have been able to work on the print some[,] our people would be interested in screening this picture on the basis of a distribution deal only. We are currently not interested in buying any small pictures outright.


 
Clarke waited for a response, hoping for a distribution deal, even if it meant a delay in receiving much-needed funds. Days went by, turning into weeks. On October 8, 1958, Clarke tore open an envelope from F.J.A. McCarthy of Universal’s New York City office. After reading several kind words, Clarke saw the news: “We had our Screening Committee look at Sun Demon, and they were of the opinion that this picture would not fit into our schedule of releases.” His heart sank. Warner Brothers also passed on the film, giving an even quicker “no” than Universal had.
Possibilities with the major studios had crumbled, and Clarke was too leery of American International Pictures (AIP) to sign a distribution deal with them. A friend directed him to a third option: Miller Consolidated Pictures. Two business partners had started the company to compete with AIP. They happily offered to pair The Sun Demon with their own first film, Date with Death. Clarke agreed and even ended up acting in their movie.
On January 27, 1959, the film — now sporting the title The Hideous Sun Demon — opened at the bottom of the Date with Death double-bill at the indoor Plains Theater in Roswell, New Mexico. Clarke appeared live onstage in the Sun Demon costume. Two days later, the double feature played the indoor Lyric Theater in Odessa, Texas. The Odessa American reported that Clarke would once again “wear his monster suit at the personal appearance,” which was scheduled for January 29.
Thanks to Miller Consolidated’s distribution, The Hideous Sun Demon played in various cities and towns in the United States and England. Many of those bookings returned Clarke’s film to where it premiered: the drive-in theater. But Miller Consolidated went bankrupt shortly after distributing The Hideous Sun Demon, meaning that Clarke never got a single dollar from them.
Despite its lasting cult status among horror and science fiction film fans, The Hideous Sun Demon does not really exemplify the typical drive-in horror film. Certainly, some films in that category made a profit; a smaller number generated very large grosses. Many drive-in horror films also provided the chance for their producer-directors to move on to bigger-budget projects. Bob Clarke received no such rewards.
But Bob always remembered having been the featured attraction at the premiere. That was the night under the stars in West Texas when it seemed that the possibilities for his film were endless. And in a way, despite the film’s distribution troubles, some of his hopes and dreams came true. Over 50 years later, The
Hideous Sun Demon is better known than so many of those movies that Universal and Warner Brothers did release in 1958. The film may not have made Bob Clarke money, but it did bring him lasting fame.





This ad ran in Texas newspapers in the days leading up to The Sun Demon’s world premiere.





Nan Peterson and Robert Clarke arriving in Texas for the festivities.





Clarke and Peterson look at a local newspaper ad for the Sun Demon show.





Peterson serves up hots-pitality to Clarke in a publicity shot.





The trailer’s narrator calls Clarke’s character, “A man who loved with fierce, demanding passion!”





Hot and “hotter”: Clarke and Peterson in a classic publicity pose.





The Tascosa, site of The Sun Demon’s screamiere.










“Made it, Ma! Top of the world!”: When The Sun Demon had its successful Texas run, Clarke must have felt as though his new moviemaking career was off and running.



Hideous Sun Demon: The Special Edition
A Short History by Tom Weaver
 
Nineteen eighty-three, the silver anniversary of The Sun Demon’s 1958 drive-in world premiere, was marked by announcements that the newly formed Twenty Four Horses Company was producing Hideous Sun Demon: The Special Edition. Through a Hollywood talent agency, Twenty Four Horses (operating out of 358 North Doheny Avenue, Los Angeles) had contacted the original film’s current owner Wade Williams about buying all rights. “They offered beau coup bucks—enough to get me to sell it,” says Williams. “They said they were going to ‘remake’ it, but I later came to find out they meant ‘remake’ it like the Woody Allen What’s Up, Tiger Lily? [1966]” (redub it comically and add new footage). According to the Special Edition presskit, the Twenty Four Horses moviemakers screened over 100 1950s horror flicks before choosing Hideous Sun Demon.
Williams suggested to producer Greg Brown that since new scenes would be shot for Special Edition, Robert Clarke should be in the cast. Clarke and the filmmakers did make contact; although he didn’t wind up in the new footage, his actor son Cameron got a part. “That made it a little less…horrible for Bob,” says Williams.
With new dialogue throughout, the Special Edition storyline has microbiologist Ishmael Pivnik (voiced by then-nobody Jay Leno) becoming a Sun Demon as a result of using plutonium and lizard semen in his newest innovation, a suntan lotion that you drink in order to tan from the inside out. Nan Peterson’s Trudy is called Bunny (voiced by 1972 Oscar nominee Susan Tyrrell), Patrick Whyte’s Dr. Buckell is called Major Clive McGonad (voiced by Bernard Behrens), Lt. Peterson is called Lt. Peckerwood (voiced by John Mayer), etc. Cameron Clarke plays the part of Pivnik in new footage. To avoid audience confusion, he is seen only in distant shots or with his back to the camera. And Leno goes mysteriously unbilled; in both the list of voice actors in Special Edition’s end credits crawl and in the presskit, the new voice of Pivnik is unaccountably credited to—Robert Clarke!
Once Hideous Sun Demon: The Special Edition was finished (circa spring 1986), the filmmakers couldn’t find a distributor. Financial headaches ensued, and 21-year-old Hadi Salem, who had supplied the money, pulled out. (Williams: “The sheik went back to Araby!”) Williams told producer Brown that he wanted to buy back the rights to the 1958 original, and Brown bit. When Williams got all his material back, he discovered that the Special Edition crew had cut up the original negative to morph it into the new movie.
About six months later, Brown called Williams to ask, “Would you buy The Special Edition from me?” Williams went to California and saw it in a Selznick Studios screening room, “and I’ll be damned if I didn’t laugh my butt off. So I made a deal with him, and I got it for like ten cents on the dollar.”
Special Edition fixes a few of the technical mistakes of the 1958 flick, including the addition of needed punch, slap and gunshot sounds that the original moviemakers neglected to incorporate. Hilariously, Gil’s many missed punches in his fight with George here have whiffing sounds; when Bunny begs Pivnik, “Let’s get out of here!,” Pivnik complains, “But I haven’t hit him yet!” In new footage, there’s even a happy ending for the Sun Demon: Still alive after his gas tank fall, he wanders the streets and encounters Bunny the nightclub singer, now a Sun Demon herself (she also drank the suntan lotion). They walk together into, yes, the sunset.
Williams sneak-previewed Hideous Sun Demon: The Special Edition at the Fine Arts Theatre in Mission, Kansas (a suburb of Kansas City, Missouri, Williams’ home town). In his three-star review (May 17, 1989), Kansas City Star critic Robert W. Butler called the original Sun Demon “awful” and this new one “an instant cult classic…Granted, the project is in awful taste…But some savvy wit is also in evidence…[W]hen it’s in high gear, this movie makes you laugh until the tears come. It isn’t art, but it sure is funny.” Robert Clarke ruefully disagreed; he told Psychotronic magazine’s Anthony Petkovich, “It’s not very good. Wade thinks it’s funny. I don’t think it’s funny. I think it’s dirty. Real low-grade humor.”
Wade Williams: “I can understand why Bob did not like it. It made fun of his efforts and hard work and diminished the original. Sun Demon was made as a serious horror shocker but even in the late ‘50s it was a little antiquated in its concept. And some of the acting was ‘hideous’! Today the original film does not scare as much as it entertains as a quaint B-movie of a simpler era. It actually is more of a ‘40s-type ‘werewolf’ film with the atomic radiation added to bring it up to date [1958]. But whatever its shortcomings, it’s entertaining and a lot of fun.
“I like the original and
The Special Edition. Both are fun. I believe the remake has a lot of entertainment value, and it’s done good word-of-mouth business wherever it’s played.”
Unfortunately, Williams couldn’t get Special Edition going theatrical distribution-wise the way he would have liked, and eventually released it on home video under the title Revenge of the Sun Demon. Several sources call it What’s Up, Hideous Sun Demon but it appears that the movie has never had that as an on-screen title.





In new footage in Hideous Sun Demon: The Special Edition, Cameron Clarke (right) recreated the role of the Scientist originally played by his father (set visitor Robert Clarke, left).





The Special Edition presskit says that the head used in their new monster footage was the original; it wasn’t; Clarke sweated so much in the original in 1958 that it was starting to fall apart then. For Special Edition, a new mask was made from Bob Burns’ mold.





A page from Hideous Sun Demon: The Special Edition’s raunchy script.





Special effects costume designer Robert Joyce (left, with actor Stuart Blatt) at work on the scaly tunic. His other credits include 1978’s The Wiz (he created the Winkies) and 1983’s Spacehunter: Adventures in the Forbidden Zone.



About Robert Clarke…
Wade Williams, the sci-fi film distributor and entrepreneur, shares memories of his longtime friend Robert Clarke.
 
One Saturday in the winter of 1952, at one o’clock in the afternoon, my Aunt Virginia was getting married at City Hall. The man about to become her seventh husband was a very nice, recently divorced GI with three daughters. The immediate family was supposed to be there, including her father (my grandfather) and me.
A big problem: Across town at the very same time, at a Saturday matinee, a movie called The Man from Planet X was playing only one time. I had to see this movie. I had recently discovered the outer space TV shows Space Patrol and Tom Corbett, Space Cadet, and traded away my Hoppy outfit and six-shooters for spacesuits and ray guns. I was now a real Spade Cadet, hooked for life.
Under unrelenting pressure, and after a tantrum or two from me, my grandfather decided that his presence was not necessary at Auntie Virginia’s wedding. He’d given her away six previous times; he wouldn’t be missed. We were off to the Gladstone Theatre.
Sitting in the dark theater, I was introduced to Robert Clarke and the Man from Planet X. I was entranced by that 70-minute black-and-white invasion film, told in flashbacks by Clarke as a newspaper reporter. It had moody atmosphere and a feeling of isolation, and the appearance of the Man from Planet X was based on the recent descriptions of the little men of the purported Roswell flying saucer crash. What could be better?
Robert was every inch the dashing hero with an Errol Flynn look. He saved the world, he saved leading lady Margaret Field (a Jennifer Jones lookalike) and he thwarted the Man from Planet X.
The movie occasionally played around town until 1956 and then the two prints in the Kansas City film depot were ordered junked. I was able to get one of them, plus a Holmes 35mm portable sound projector. I projected it hundreds of times on the living room wall.
Three decades later, Robert and I would become friends and I would even produce a film, Midnight Movie Massacre (1988), with Robert and Ann War of the Worlds Robinson.
Bob always gave believable performances and had the ability to make cheap films work. Another one of his pictures that did big business was Captive Women (1952) which re-teamed him with Planet X co-stars Margaret Field and William Schallert. In the early 1960s I saw Bob’s The Hideous Sun Demon at a packed drive-in theater. It was a lot of fun and there were some chills. Bob also produced and directed Hideous Sun Demon and was proud of it. It was made on a shoestring budget with the help of college film students. The actors were a mix of amateurs and professionals. The Demon costume was well done.
Bob was stuck in low-budget movies like these, and others such as The Incredible Petrified World (1957), The Astounding She-Monster (1958) and Beyond the Time Barrier (1960). Back then, he was the leading man in more science fiction films than almost anyone. He could be counted on by such producers as Jerry Warren, Ronnie Ashcroft and Edgar Ulmer to look good and play the role well.
In the ‘70s, when I started buying the rights to science fiction and horror films, I was told that Bob wanted to sell Hideous Sun Demon, among others. I had never met Bob but contacted him and went to L.A. for a meeting. We hit if off and became good friends. I bought the rights to The Hideous Sun Demon, Date with Death and Beyond the Time Barrier.
Bob and I also talked many times of making a movie together. We considered a sequel to Sun Demon and other ideas. He was always excited about the business and enthusiastic. Many young aspiring filmmakers came up with various concepts, scripts and ideas to remake Demon but Bob just couldn’t raise the money or pique the interest of distributors.
In the early ‘80s I raised money to make a feature version of the TV series Space Patrol and I hired Harry Essex, the scripter of It Came from Outer Space, to do the writing. (1953). After the initial $20,000 for a treatment, I realized we had a turkey of a script and scrapped it. Writer-director Mark Stock and I rewrote it, and brought in a Hollywood crew who turned out to be more interested in the catering of food than in making the film. To star, I hired Bob and Ann Robinson, who gave credible performances. However, there was not enough plot for the film to stand on its own. Desperate to save what we had shot, a new “wrap-around” story was written. A Kansas City director and crew shot the new footage, including a musical number. Space Patrol with Bob and Ann became “a movie within a movie” in a picture that was now called Midnight Movie Massacre. It got some good reviews.
It was great to work with Bob, a fine actor who had rubbed shoulders with greats like Boris Karloff, Clark Gable and Ida Lupino, and even a new-to-Hollywood Marilyn Monroe. Bob was slumming in most of his later films, working below his level, but always did the best he could with what he had. He had “matinee idol looks” and a commanding speaking voice. Why didn’t he go farther? Perhaps he looked too much like Flynn or Robert Taylor, or did not have an agent who would work for him. Or maybe he did not want or need stardom all that much: He married into a famous singing group, the King Family, and helped manage them. He joined the Mormon Church and raised a family. There was not a lot of time to work at being a movie star. He lived in a luxurious home with a swimming pool and everything Hollywood stars are supposed to have. He toured the world with his wife’s singing group, played for presidents and hobnobbed with the rich and famous.
Bob was a Midwestern boy who went to Hollywood and made movies. His handsome good looks are forever captured on celluloid and he will always be known as the Hideous Sun Demon and as the man who defeated the Man from Planet X.
He was a great friend and I miss him.
 
Wade Williams
November 25, 2010





Dashing Robert Clarke and his leading lady Margaret Field, mother of Sally Field, in a publicity shot from The Man from Planet X.





Clarke got to enjoy himself in silly Captive Women publicity poses.





Robert Clarke in 1950, the year he began playing starring roles.





Clarke, Wade Williams, Ann Robinson and associate producer Brian Mossman on a Los Angeles soundstage dubbing Midnight Movie Massacre in 1986. “Bob still looked like a handsome leading man in the Gable mold,” says Williams.



Fun Facts
by Tom Weaver
 
Yet more tidbits of information about everyone’s favorite thermo-dynamic monster movie of the ‘50s and the people who made it…
 
Cinemanor was a two-story, six-bedroom house, about three-quarters of a block north of the Shrine Auditorium (walking distance from the USC campus). Sun Demon co-director Tom Boutross and sound man Doug Menville were two of the earliest occupants. “It was perfect for us, and we all got along well,” says Menville. “Over the years, some people moved out and others moved in. The landlord, Mr. Hill, allowed us to cut a hole in the living room wall for a projection setup and we installed a screen so that we could watch movies in comfort. One of our fellow occupants, Jack Stonnell, had a 16mm Bell & Howell projector and we would rent films from Films Inc. Often other film students would come and join us for the showings.”


 
It occurred to me to ask crew member Ron Honthaner, "If Cinemanor was such a big place, why wasn’t any of Sun Demon shot there?” His simple answer: “Well…because Cinemanor was pretty much of a dump [laughs]! It was an old house that had been added-onto and patched-up and plastered-together, really kinda shabby, and we didn’t do much to fix it up; we just lived in it the way it was. Upstairs, there was a pay phone in the hallway, and the upstairs bathroom must have been eight feet wide and 40 feet long —  we called it ‘The Bowling Alley’ because it was such a weird set-up for a bathroom! That house has been torn down long since.”


 
Robin C. Kirkman’s house (4201 Woodman Avenue, Sherman Oaks) was used as The Sun Demon’s “casting office,” where various actors and actresses were interviewed. Some of the shooting later took place there: the scenes set in Dr. Stern’s office, the hospital room where Gil flirts with his nurse, Gil’s bedroom where he dreams about Trudy, and the kitchen of Suzy and her mother.


 
Scenes in Trudy’s apartment were photographed in the one-story house of a lady-friend of actor Peter Similuk, who played the thuggish George. The police station scenes were shot in a little store on Ventura near Vineland; Richard Cassarino, who made the Sun Demon costume, decorated that set.


 
Scenes set outside Gil’s house were shot at the Canfield-Moreno Estate, perched high above L.A. on Micheltorena Street in the Silver Lake district. Built in the 1920s, it was once the luxurious mansion-home of silent screen star Antonio Moreno and his heiress wife Daisy; she died in a 1933 car crash, and to this day her ghost reportedly haunts the house. At the time of Sun Demon shooting, it was owned and run by a covey of nuns. It’s now a recording studio and known as the Paramour Mansion. Other movies partly shot there include Halloween H20: 20 Years Later (1998) and Scream 3 (2000).


 
As cast and crew worked at the Canfield-Moreno Estate, Robert “Skip” Montgomery Jr. visited to watch the shooting. The actor-son of Hollywood heavyweight Robert Montgomery and the brother of Elizabeth (Bewitched) Montgomery, “Skip” had his own sci-fi spotlight moment when he played the teenage mathematician accompanying the first manned lunar flight in the indie 12 to the Moon (1960).


 
In our 1998 Fangoria interview, Tom Boutross said that Doug Menville brought in 24-karat kook E.S. Seeley Jr. as Sun Demon screenwriter. Menville, who I “met” online in 2010, sets the record straight: “I certainly wouldn’t have recommended Ed, I would have recommended myself, for God’s sake! I was a writer and would have loved to have had the job. I think Ed and Bob Clarke met independently, and Seeley talked him into it.


“Ed S. Seeley Jr. was a strange and amusing character. He was always so full of himself and so serious, we couldn’t help but laugh at him. But the last laugh was his, as he was the only one who made any decent money from the film; I think Bob paid him $5000 for the script, but I’m not certain of the amount. Seeley had already produced several long, unpublished and unpublishable nihilistic novels with the theme ‘God is evil.’ I tried to read one of them and it was unreadable, little more than one long anti-religious diatribe. After he left school, he went on to write a number of soft-porn paperback novels. The porn novels were fairly well-written, in contrast, but boring.” (According to Amazon.com, Seeley’s novels are Street Walker, Pillow Girl, Suburban Sexpot, Lens Girl, Sorority Sin and Double Date.)


Menville continues, “Ed was always spouting his anti-God dogma to anyone who would listen, but he was quite intelligent. He drove a Packard and always used his driving gloves. Another Seeley trait was that he always carried an umbrella with him, rain or shine. Definitely an eccentric, he would have been right at home in England. We’ve all lost contact with him in the years since Hideous Sun Demon.”


 
Several crew members also played parts in the movie. Robin Kirkman, Ron Honthaner and Doug Menville are seen as policemen (see pages 16-17 of Clarke’s introductory chapter for details); Cassarino plays the policeman who has a few Kelton the Cop-type exchanges with Lt. Peterson and chases the Sun Demon up the gasometer. He’s also a beach frolicker in the scene where Gil (atop the cliff) contemplates suicide, and a customer in the bar where Gil meets Trudy. Script girl Margot “Deanie” Follis (wife of crew member Stan Follis) is another barfly; she’d already been seen in the movie as one of the hospital nurses. The service station attendant gassing up Gil’s MG convertible is assistant director Tom Miller, grandson of Norman Thomas, umpteen-time presidential candidate on the Socialist ticket.


 
Vivid in the memory of film loader and back-up cameraman Stan Follis is the day when his beautiful young wife “Deanie” (pictured on the facing page) told him that Fred La Porta, the elderly German glassware maker playing the role of Dr. Hoffman, had just propositioned her!


 
Follis was an undergraduate and the other USC crew members were graduate students, so he laughingly calls himself “the lowest rung on the Sun Demon echelon.” For him, working on the movie “was great, it was fun, and sort of exciting. It was as close as I ever got to real [theatrical] moviemaking.” After graduation he went to work for the Navy, learning to scuba dive and photograph underwater; next he became part of an aerospace industry film production unit. Today he’s president of Walkabout International (www.walkabout-int.org/), a non-profit educational group that promotes neighborhood walking in urban, suburban, and rural environments.


 
Marilyn King, Clarke’s sister-in-law, told me that she was supposed to play “the bad girl” (Trudy) in the movie, but then didn’t once she found out she was pregnant. Says Robin Kirkman: “I don’t think that [Clarke and sister-in-law Marilyn as lovers] would have been a good idea. Almost incest there!”


 
Clarke recalled going perhaps 14 takes on his hysterical scene, but for the rest of the movie, one take was more like the norm. Ron Honthaner says, “Bob was moving very rapidly. One day he said to me, ‘For the hospital corridor scene, Ron, I need a shot of Deanie Follis’ feet running. While I go get into my Sun Demon makeup, get that shot, Ron. You’re the director.’ I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do [laughs]. Deanie ran in, and she was kind of mincing her steps, and so I asked her to do it again. By that time, Bob had come back in his Sun Demon costume, to do the scene where he breaks the mirror. He said to me, ‘You haven’t shot that thing yet, for cryin’ out loud?!’ and he shot it [laughs]! So, yeah, he was movin’ like crazy. Well, hell, time is money, and he wanted to get it done.”


 
Clarke’s six-year-old niece Xandra Conkling, who played little Suzy in the movie’s closing reels, also remembers seeing a bit of “Uncle Bob”’s temper the day they shot on the Long Beach oil fields. “He wasn’t able, of course, to block off the streets where he was shooting. It was a very deserted area, but occasionally a car would come through, and he’d run over and yell at the driver! And the cars would continue coming [laughs] — there was nothing he could do about it! I remember him yellin’ at all the drivers that would come through, when he was trying to get a shot and they couldn’t keep the traffic away.”


 
The daughter of Clarke’s wife Alyce’s sister Donna King and hit record producer James B. Conkling, Xandra was born Alexandra but soon became Xandra (and today calls herself Xan). When she was a kid, she says, she thought of “Uncle Bob” and Liberace (whose show she’d watch on TV) as her “first boyfriends” (“Quite a combination!”). “When Uncle Bob asked me to be in his movie, it was like, ‘I’m gonna be with my boyfriend!’” Her mother Donna taught her her lines and went over them with her — and played her mom in Sun Demon.


 
Sound FX Defects: In the confrontation scene in Trudy’s apartment, George slaps Trudy and Gil punches George, both without the needed sound effects. During the railroad yard chase, with the Sun Demon in the foreground and a cop in the distant background, the cop stops and points his gun, which bucks twice in his hand as he noiselessly “shoots.”


 
Other bloopers: Putting on an Irradiated Insect Life slide show for Ann and Dr. Buckell, Dr. Stern calls a hornet an ant and then calls a spider a grasshopper. In the beach scene, Gil's pants are wet up to the knees before he gets anywhere near the water. In Trudy’s apartment, George thinks he’s caught Gil with his hand in the nookie jar, pulls a gun and forces Gil to walk outside, where George now has a different gun. The barroom dust-up between Gil and George features more missed punches than Fight Night at the Helen Keller Institute; Gil eventually kayoes George with a series of weak uppercuts. The only “collateral damage” to the bar: a ring life preserver, hung on a wall, drops harmlessly to the floor. Nevertheless, the bartender frantically chases after the fleeing Gil and Trudy demanding, “Hey, what about the damage to the joint?!” At Suzy’s house, watch how much milk she spills trying to fill the glass held by her mother.


 
In the slide show projector scene, Tom Boutross wanted the images on Dr. Stern’s slides (seen in insert shots) to be in color. The biology book seen in the movie was illustrated with color photos of various critters, so Boutross photographed some of the uglier ones on color movie film. But in those days, ev-er-y insert color shot would have had to be spliced into the proper spots in ev-er-y black-and-white print, a time-consuming, prohibitively expensive task, so the idea was dropped.


 
The Sun Demon drives from the beach to his home, runs up a hillside and vaults over a wall toward the camera (see photo below). To make things easier for Clarke, a camera case was placed at the base of the far side of the wall; Clarke stepped up onto it before his jump. Unfortunately, when the crew moved to their next location (the beach), the base of that wall is right where the forgotten camera case stayed. Doubly unfortunate: It contained the filters needed to make the beach scene, being shot in daylight but set at night, look dark! It was Ron Honthaner who had forgotten the case; d.p. Vilis Lapenieks, in his thick Latvian accent, “chewed my ass good,” says Honthaner. “Vilis was very dogmatic, very Germanic in his attitudes. And very vocal!” The camera’s f-stop was adjusted and the “night scene” came out looking okay, but it coulda-shoulda been better.


 
In the basement scene where the Sun Demon picks up a rat and crushes it in his hands, the dripping “blood” is actually ketchup. Clarke claims that the rat was not hurt. He admitted to me that the scene was not in good taste (“It made you want to throw up”) and said he was happy that the footage was missing from some Sun Demon prints.


 
The scene of Gil being beaten in the garbage-strewn alley behind the bar was shot in Santa Monica outside the Tumble-In Motel on Chautauqua Blvd., near the beach.


 
I asked Ron Honthaner if working on The Sun Demon every weekend for months on end was fun, or did it “start to get old” after a while? “It was always fun and interesting, ‘cause we [the USCers] were all new to moviemaking, and we felt we were making a… [laughs] …classic! And I guess, in a way, we have! I have to admit, though…I saw it again recently, and it doesn’t hold up as well as I had hoped. It was a lot more fun to make than it was to look at [laughs]!


“We all pretty much enjoyed making it. A couple of the guys dropped out; Tom Miller at one point dropped out, and then came back, and at least one other guy dropped out, someone who I guess just had better things to do. Or had to earn a living, perhaps! We weren’t paid. I mean, we were paid the first weekend, and that was it. At least, that was me. But I stayed simply because I wanted to do it; to me, it was exciting.”


 
Running from the scene of George’s murder, the Sun Demon stops, abruptly arches his back and throws his head back before climbing up the cliff side. Clarke did this because the mask had moved around on his head and he was trying to find the eye holes.


 
The newspaper-selling boy on the street (“Read all about it! Weird killer still at large!”) is nine-year-old David Sloan, Clarke’s nephew (the son of his sister Genevieve). In 1970, 21-year-old Sloan and his 19-year-old girlfriend Sheryl Lynn Benham were found dead in the trunk of Sloan’s car in a lovers’ lane northwest of Norman, Oklahoma. More than 20 bullets had been pumped into them. At the time, it was called one of the most savage crimes in the state’s history.


For years the buzz was that Norman policeman Frank Gilley was the double-murderer, and in 1991 he was finally indicted and tried. There was something for everybody (mystery, sex, scandal, violence) in what became known as the Lovers’ Lane Murder Trial, whose highlights included the testimony of Gilley (he pointed the finger of blame at a fellow officer, by then deceased) and the 12 jurors’ trip through wintry winds and sleet to the crime scene. At trial’s end, after four hours of jury deliberation, Gilley was found innocent. He died in a Texas rest home in 2002 but made no deathbed confession. Is the weird killer still at large?


 
According to Kirkman, the cops’ cars in Sun Demon were actually cars provided free of charge by the Chrysler Corporation, with police emblems added temporarily (and illegally!) by Cassarino. Much of the time, the shooting was done without permits.


 
Although he co-financed the picture, Kirkman was seldom on the interior “sets”: He had the job of sound recordist, and the recording equipment was kept in his station wagon. He would sit in the car outside the various location sites waiting to hear (through his earphones) Clarke, inside, yell “Roll sound!” Kirkman would then turn on the recorder and, when it was up to speed, blow the car horn as the signal that the actors could proceed!


 
Kirkman was understandably apprehensive about some of the iffier things that he and the other Sun Demon moviemakers were doing (shooting without permits, wearing police uniforms in public, etc.) and occasionally voiced his concerns. One day when Kirkman was nowhere to be seen, Clarke referred to him as “a worried old lady” — unaware that sound man Kirkman, outside in his car wearing earphones, was hearing every word! Kirkman never brought the incident up to Clarke and laughingly told me that he forgave Clarke for making the comment.


 
Arriving home from the beach in his MG convertible, Gil (as the Sun Demon) climbs out and walks across the top of a second car; it’s co-director Tom Boutross’ 1950 Dodge. The Sun Demon chokes George (Peter Similuk) on the hood of Similuk’s Buick station wagon. When we see Dr. Buckell (Patrick Whyte) driving around, trying to find fugitive Gil before the police do, he’s at the wheel of Clarke’s 1951 Cadillac.


 
After broadcasting the bulletin about the police manhunt for Gil, the radio station announcer (Del Courtney) tells his listeners, “And now we return you once again to the King Sisters.” Courtney was then the fiancé of King Sister Yvonne.


 
No one was less “into” Clarke making Sun Demon than his wife Alyce, who thought he had lost his marbles and made sure he knew it. In fact, “she hated the whole thing,” Clarke told me. “It was just that she was involved in getting over having [their son] Cam, and I was off on weekends shooting this movie. So naturally she was not very happy about that.” Alyce later apologized for her contrariness, writing a card which Clarke first read when he was in Texas for The Sun Demon’s premiere:


 
My dearest sweetheart,


I love you so very much and I want to be with you more than anything.


I’ve been a stinker [underlined twice] thru most of this and I beg your forgiveness, but I had to learn for myself — I have much faith in you and you have worked so very hard with so little support from me. I am ashamed! I will be thinking of you every minute and hope and pray you will have the success and happiness you deserve — for both of us!


I adore you.


 
With all my love,


Laloose


 
One day when Clarke was a car passenger riding home from a location, still wearing his Sun Demon mask, tunic and gloves, he did a lot of waving at strangers in passing cars — and got zero reaction. For a guy who thought the Sun Demon costume was a good, scary one, this was worrisome: “I realized that if this was any indication of what I could expect [from movie audiences], I was up Shit Creek without the paddle!”


 
An overheated Clarke arrived home (4841 Gentry Avenue, North Hollywood) that day, headed to his backyard swimming pool and jumped in, still wearing the full Sun Demon costume. Among the pool-frolicking crumb crunchers who saw it happen were various "King Family" nieces and nephews, including Xandra Conkling who was yet to play her role as Suzy in the movie. "I was in the deep end of the pool, and when I saw him walking across the lawn, I swam down to the bottom and said to myself, 'I am never coming up!'" she told me. "I didn’t know who it was, I just saw this monster up there, and to a six-year-old that was pretty scary! That was my introduction to the Sun Demon."


 
During the shooting at the warehouse, Honthaner and Doug Menville (standing outside, dressed as cops) were mistaken for real cops and waved at by LAPD officers passing in their cruiser.


 
Clarke, exploring the abandoned warehouse prior to shooting a scene there, had just climbed a ladder to the loft when a sleeping tramp awakened, sat straight up right in front of him “and scared the shit out of me!” Then he realized that if it was scary in real life, it would be scary in the movie, and he got the tramp to agree to do the same thing on film. In the movie, Ron Honthaner is the cop who climbs the ladder, wakes the tramp and trains his gun on him.


 
When Clarke (as the Sun Demon) jumps down from the warehouse loft at Honthaner (playing the cop), there was no mattress or pad on the floor to protect Clarke; “I protected him,” Honthaner laughs. “He said, ‘I’m going to grab your shoulder, Ron, just to help me when I come down.’ I said okay.” Weighing about a buck 45 at the time, Honthaner of course got flattened.


“I had been at USC for only a short time when Tom Boutross asked if I wanted to assist him on Sun Demon,” says Honthaner. “I was excited, but I had no idea what it would entail. I don’t think any of us did. It was a first for all of us. Bob Clarke was the only person who knew anything about making a movie and the rest of us just stumbled and bumbled around trying to learn and not trip over ourselves.”


 
Working in the heat-retaining Sun Demon suit was Hell in scales for Clarke, who nearly passed out a few times. His discomfort was probably never worse than when shooting on the fry-an-egg metal surfaces of the gas storage tank. Doug Menville's memory is that only Clarke, Cassarino and Lapenieks made the gas tank ascent for the shooting of the final scene; says Menville, "Most of the rest of us (wisely) opted to observe from below."


 
To get an idea how gusty it was when the top-of-the-gasometer fight scene was shot, notice how fast and how far the wind carries the patrolman’s (Cassarino) eight-point hat as it falls.


 
At some point Ron Honthaner also climbed to the top of the gasometer, hauling along the Sun Demon dummy that would be taking the spectacular climactic plunge. Honthaner recalls, "They’d gotten a brand new dummy from whoever rents those things, and it wasn’t light, so it was a struggle to get the thing up to the top of that tank. But I did, and when they all waved down below to let it go, I pushed it off. Well [laughs], this dummy was stiff, it wasn’t limber, and it took off like a glider. Then the wind caught it, and smashed it against the side of the tank! It burst open, and everything came out! A few days later, we had to go back and I had to take up an old dummy that was more limber, and do it all over again.” The dummies wore the Sun Demon costume; since this was near the end of shooting, it didn’t matter if it was damaged.


 
Wanting to show the Sun Demon’s plunge from the monster’s point of view, Clarke had the idea of tying a camera to the end of a strong fishing line, turning it on and letting it fall. (The other end of the line was tied to the end of a 2x4 stuck out from the top of the tank.) First an Eyemo and then an Arri was dropped, both of them made “lens-heavy” so they wouldn’t tumble as they fell. But for some reason, the falling cameras would spin on their axis, and so the footage was not used.


 
Once Sun Demon was finished, little Xandra Conkling (who played Suzy) would regularly stand up on her school’s “Show and Tell” days and talk about having acted in a movie — “but then it never came out, and never came out, and never came out, and I didn’t know if anybody believed me,” she told me. “Then when it finally did come to L.A., it went straight to the drive-in, and I had exactly one friend who saw it. And I felt like, ‘Okay, they are never going to believe me, ever!’ ”


 
Asked to rate her mom Donna King’s performance as Suzy’s mother in the movie, Xandra says, “It was exactly what my mom was: a little melodramatic [laughs]! With the rest of her sisters. My mom loved doing it “ Asked to rate her own performance, Xandra offers instead: “I couldn’t do now what I did then. I’m shyer now, I’m more introverted now, than I was then. Looking back, I’m pretty impressed that I could do that!” She saw the movie for the first time at a pre-release screening, then not again ‘til TV showings with Elvira as its mocking mistress of ceremonies. In the interim, she “played” the Sun Demon herself: At one of Robert Clarke’s birthday parties, he had her put on the mask and hide inside a box (representing a birthday cake), and pop out as the Sun Demon!


 
Ron Honthaner got the job of assisting Tom Boutross with the Sun Demon editing simply because “Tom asked me if I wanted to do it. I said, ‘Absolutely.’ I didn’t know what I was gonna do, because at the time I didn’t know anything about editing [laughs] —  I was just starting my first semester. I think we got the editing equipment from Birns & Sawyer [a movie equipment rental company]; we couldn’t use anything from USC because all they had was 16mm. We cut it at Cinemanor.”


 
Adding greatly to the appeal of Sun Demon is the well-chosen and -integrated library music, including the pulse-pounding Jack Cookerly cue “The Monster Walks,” later immortalized in the opening cemetery scene of 1968’s Night of the Living Dead (the ghoul-chasing-Barbara music).


 
On January 27, 1959, the movie world-premiered for the second time (following Amarillo) at the Plains Theater in Roswell, New Mexico, UFO capital of the world, double-billed with Pacific International’s crime drama Date with Death. (By now the title was The Hideous Sun Demon; Ron Honthaner believes the extra word was added by Clarke.) According to Roswell newspaper ads, there would be in-person appearances by the “Stars and Producers of These Hits!”: Clarke, Gerald Mohr (star of Date with Death), Penny Edwards (huh?) and Ed Erwin (who??). All seats that night were 70 cents.


 
The Paul Frees-narrated Hideous Sun Demon trailer is well-made and exciting, piquing audiences’ curiosity by not allowing a good look at the face of the monster. The screen-filling superimposition “Thermo-Dynamic Horror from Outer Space!” creates the wrong impression that the Sun Demon is an alien. The struggle between the Sun Demon and the patrolman at the top of the gasometer frame is recut so that it appears to be the patrolman who falls to his doom.


 
Pacific International got Clarke to spring for the 100 Hideous Sun Demon prints that would play around the country on the nether half of the dual bill (under Date with Death). Date was advertised as being in the NEW PSYCHO-RAMA SUBLIMINAL PROCESS ("So different!…So shocking!…it has been banned on TV!"). Ads proclaimed the two movies "THE SCREEN'S BIGGEST SCIENCE-FACT SHOW!,” an ad line that probably had people staying away in droves. Clarke, co-starring as a gangster in Date, climactically falls to his death in that movie as well!


 
The British trade publication Kinematograph Weekly on The Hideous Sun Demon: “[It’s] too crude to interest the intelligentsia, but its grisly highlights should give the undemanding a kick. …Incidentally, if the hero had signed the pledge and bought himself a decent suntan lotion, there’d be no film. A salutary thought this!”


 
The Kinematograph Weekly reviewer also tossed in the zinger “[B]usty Nan Peterson can neither sing nor act as Trudy” — no doubt unaware that Trudy’s singing voice was supplied by one of the King Sisters.


 
Tom Selleck in Entertainment Weekly, 1997: “Hideous Sun Demon is my guilty pleasure. It’s a great ‘50s horror movie about nuclear radiation and mutation. It’s about this guy who turns into a lizard if he goes out in the sun. And that was really neat.”


 
The tricks that memory can play!: In the movie, the woman on the hospital roof who sees Gil’s first transformation is elderly, wizened and in a wheelchair. But according to Sun Demon devotee Selleck in Entertainment Weekly, the rooftop eyewitness is a beautiful bikini-clad sunbather!


 
Clarke’s deal with Miller Consolidated Pictures (MCP) called for him to make three more movies. The actor next produced and starred in MCP’s sci-fi Beyond the Time Barrier (1960), made back to back with another MCP flick, The Amazing Transparent Man. Much money was spent by MCP promoting the Time Barrier-Transparent Man twin bill in the Northwest, but a ferocious snowstorm hit and the movies played to near-empty theaters.


 
The failure of MCP’s expensive exploitation campaign triggered the collapse of the company, so Clarke received only his actor’s salary ($2000) for Time Barrier, and nothing for Sun Demon. Years later he found out that MCP had been selling off the Sun Demon prints he had paid for, in order to recoup some of their own losses. (“Shame on them for what they’d done to me,” he told interviewer Marty Baumann, “but shame on me for letting them.”) Clarke estimated that Sun Demon burned a $50,000 hole in his wallet (over $373,000 in 2010 dollars).


From his autobiography:


 
Am I sorry that I turned producer and made Hideous Sun Demon and Beyond the Time Barrier, given the disastrous outcome? No, I wouldn’t say that I’m sorry. If I had not done them, I would probably be sorry, and I’d be wishing today that I had put forth the effort. It was an interesting experience. I wish, of course, that it had turned out profitably and that it had led to other things that would have been more mainstream. With Roger Corman, pictures like those were stepping stones to bigger productions. But I took such a financial bath with the bankruptcy on Sun Demon and Time Barrier that I felt there was no way that I could continue as a producer at that point.


 
But sorry? No, never.


 
From the ridiculous to the sublime: Around the same time as Sun Demon, several of the USCers who made it (Ron Honthaner, Stan Follis, John Morrill, Eric Darstaad, maybe more) were part of the crew of The Exiles, a semi-documentary depiction of one night in the lives of several young Native American Los Angelenos. Written, produced and directed by their college mate Kent Mackenzie (1930-80), it premiered at the Venice Film Festival. In 2009, the National Film Registry honored The Exiles by adding it to their list of “culturally, historically, or aesthetically significant films” to be preserved by the Library of Congress.


 
Despite his Sun Demon-Time Barrier trip to the cleaners, the indomitable Clarke retained his desire to produce movies and, in the mid-1970s, again worked toward making another picture — a follow-up to Sun Demon. He had schlock screenwriter Arthur C. Pierce write an outline that was called Devil Sun Demon until Pierce (or somebody) XXXXX-ed out that title and typed The She Demon beneath — and then XXXXX-ed out The She Demon and put the title Naked Sun Demon beneath. Its cover page is dated August 10, 1976. A second version of this outline, titled Sorceress and dated August 16, 1976, is more neatly typed and (slightly) less ineptly written, so that’s the one that appears in this book’s Scripts Section.


 
In the same way that Clarke got “beginners” (the USC students) involved on Hideous Sun Demon, he reached out to young Hollywood newcomer Eric Edson for screenplay help on Sorceress. In an e-mail to me, Edson says that, at the time, he was “a plucky youngster recently graduated with a Master of Fine Arts from the American Film Institute. One of the first things I did professionally was direct three episodes of a syndicated TV doctor series, Westbrook Hospital, and Robert Clarke was one of the stars. We got to know each other a bit. He showed me a screenplay he owned [Sorceress] and asked if I would be interested in the job of rewriting it. I was starting out and not in any position to turn down a paying gig. Rewrite it I did. I remember it as a fun romping sort of assignment. And I remember Robert Clarke fondly, as a warm and insightful man.” After years of writing occasional movies and TV episodes, Edson became a university professor, and for some years now has headed up the Graduate Screenwriting Program at California State University, Northridge.


 
In March 1977, Clarke prepared a 15-page “Picture Budget Detail” that called for Sorceress to cost a grand total of $222,996.68. In Famous Monsters of Filmland magazine, Robert Skotak wrote that the feature would mark the screen comeback of Kirk “Superman” Alyn in the role of a solar research scientist.


 
According to Skotak in Famous Monsters, “[Sorceress will feature such monsters as] the ‘Cobrat’ — part scaly cobra, part rat; the ‘Octa-Gator’; and Ammut — a half-lion, half-crocodile beast. This is Clarke’s most ambitious project to date and will include an array of incredible special effects & action sequences and, he promises, ‘a nerve-shattering ending!’”


 
Clarke was apparently determined to revisit both his past (financial) failures: As Sorceress was being prepped for production, Fantascene magazine reported that Clarke also had in mind an “updated, large-scale” remake of Beyond the Time Barrier, in which “a pilot en route to orbit via the Space Shuttle breaks through time into the future.” Neither movie was made.


 
Bob Burns, king of the Monster Kids, was working weekends at Don Post Studios in the mid-1960s when Richard Cassarino brought in the original Sun Demon mold (probably for repairs). Getting permission from Post to make a pull from it, Burns created a mask for his now world-famous collection. Years later, Burns made a Sun Demon mask (complete with teeth and eyes) for Clarke, who was by then a member of the National Speakers Association and could use it as a prop in his popular presentation “The Magic of Sci-Fi Film Making.”


 
Cassarino created another scaly monster costume: the extraterrestrial amphibian in Destination Inner Space (1966). His work on the two fright flicks earned him a spot on TV’s To Tell the Truth: That game show’s celebrity panel tried to figure out who was “the real Richard Cassarino, designer of monster suits.”


 
In the latter part of his life, Clarke prided himself on his Sun Demon achievement, wearing Sun Demon T-shirts to monster movie conventions and writing letters to fans on “Sun Demon Corporation” stationery. A postage stamp-sized head shot of the Sun Demon appeared atop each sheet and the words “Robert Clarke —  President” were on the top-left side.


 
Inspired by the reception he got from fans at ComicCon in San Diego and at the Chiller Theatre convention in Hackensack, New Jersey, Clarke again began entertaining the notion of making another Sun Demon movie in 1992. He collaborated with a young writer on a script, this one titled The Hideous She Demon, but it was all for naught.







Sun Demon costume maker Richard Cassarino handles some last-minute adjustments.





Is that Ava Gardner? No, it’s “Deanie” Follis, plum purdy on both sides of the Sun Demon camera. “Deanie” attends to her script girl job (with Richard Cassarino, right).





“Deanie” Follis seen in her nurse’s uniform in the opening hospital scene.





With Sun Demon, Robert Clarke leapt into the adventurous arena of producer-director.





George (Peter Similuk) gets his hide tanned by the Sun Demon (Clarke). In the movie, watch perspiration (or something) dripping out of the Sun Demon mask as Clarke walks away.





Robin C. Kirkman and Tom Boutross, Sun Demon’s associate producer and co-director, respectively; Clarke met them while taking Malvin Wald’s screenwriting course at USC. (Ron Honthaner: “Malvin Wald was Jerry Wald’s less successful brother. We always referred to him as ‘And Malvin’ because most of his screen credits were second-billed with someone else and always read ‘…and Malvin Wald.’”)





Sun Demon set visitor Alyce King Clarke gets a warm welcome.





This photo of assistant director Tom Miller indicates that he may also have been one of the movie’s camera operators. A few years after Sun Demon, Miller (working under the close supervision of Saul Bass) cut the superb “prowling black cat” title sequence for Walk on the Wild Side (1962).





Vilis “Crazy Willie” Lapienieks “was a wild Latvian,” says Doug Menville, “and drunk most of the time.” Also the cameraman on Night Tide, Eegah, Queen of Blood and dozens more, Lapenieks died in 1987.





Xandra Conkling in 2011. She now has four children and eight grandchildren.





Clarke’s second feature as producer was shot in Texas by director Edgar G. Ulmer. To save money, Beyond the Time Barrier's scenes of a wrecked and abandoned Air Force base of 60-plus years in the future were simply shot at a wrecked and abandoned Texas Air Force base!





Beyond the Time Barrier.





For some Monster Kids, artist Basil Gogos’ Famous Monsters of Filmland Sun Demon cover was their first exposure to the saurian beastie. Jon Fedele was one such fan; he hadn’t yet seen the movie, but that cover made the Sun Demon his favorite monster of filmland. Fedele is now a special makeup FX wiz and monster maker, and circa 2005, just for fun, he used the FM cover as a guide to fabricate a Sun Demon mask (and also made the rest of the costume). FM COVER © 1974 WARREN PUBLISHING CO. FAMOUS MONSTERS OF FILMLAND [WORDS AND DISTINCTIVE LETTERING DESIGN] IS A REGISTERED TRADEMARK OF PHILIP KIM.





In his Sun Demon costume, Fedele cameos in the wonderful The United Monster Talent Agency, a 2010 short by KNB EFX Group head honcho Greg Nicotero. In this behind-the-scenes United Monsters shot he poses with fandom legend Bob Burns.





The Sun Demon and Planet X masks made by Bob Burns as gifts to Clarke, being displayed by Monster Kid Burns.





The Sun Demon and Planet X masks made by Bob Burns as gifts to Clarke.











































Afterword
Blonde Bombshell Nan Peterson looks back on Sun Demon days
 
The Hideous Sun Demon was not a big, important movie, but it certainly was important to me because it was my first movie. There had always been a bug in me to act, and I’d been acting since I was a child in Mitchell, South Dakota — “declam” readings, humorous readings, little theater work, even my own 15-minute KELO-TV series in Sioux Falls, South Dakota. Shot in 16mm, the show was called Pay’s Art Store and I also directed it and wrote my own scripts, talking about the store’s different products. Very corny!
I arrived in Hollywood on Valentine’s Day, 1956. In my little Chevrolet convertible packed to the brim, I came all the way out from South Dakota by myself. It took me about two weeks to get out here but I stayed only once at a motel because my worried parents had me staying with different relatives who lived along the way — Phoenix and Omaha and so on. And at my parents’ request, they all tried to talk me out of going to California!
My first stop in Hollywood was going to be the home of my girlfriend Lois, who had once been a KELO-TV co-worker; Lois had moved to Hollywood and landed a job at Ziv Studios as secretary to Broderick Crawford, the star of their series Highway Patrol. Lois had told me that, if I ever came out to Hollywood to live, I could stay with her temporarily while I looked for a more permanent place. At one point on the freeway, I could see Hollywood quite a ways off in the distance to the left, so I drove into it. After getting a Coke at a drugstore, I stopped at a gas station to fill up and I asked the attendant how to get to the address where Lois lived. He said, “In what city?” and I said, “Here in Hollywood, of course.” He laughed and said, “Well, this is Palm Springs. You’ve got a long ways to go yet!”
I eventually moved into the Studio Club, a rooming house for aspiring actresses on Hollywood and Vine. At first I did some modeling and also some stage work. As he prepared to make Sun Demon, Robert Clarke came to the Studio Club and interviewed different girls for the part of Trudy. I don’t recall if I read for it — I probably did — but I sure remember him telling me I had the part. Probably a whole bunch of people had tried out for it, so I was surprised that I got it. I was thrilled. Of course, since it was a very low-budget movie, I had to do my own makeup and supply my own clothes. In those days, Jax in Beverly Hills was the place to go. It was on the corner of Wilshire, across from Saks, and I had one of their form-fitting, spaghetti-strap, low-cut black dresses that were all the rage. It was perfect for the bar scene in Sun Demon where I play the piano.
The Sun Demon crew guys were all very nice and seemed eager to do good work. And Bob Clarke as the director was very good. I didn’t know it was his first time directing a picture. If I’m remembering right, we did a lot of “one-takes.” Living at the Studio Club sometimes made things a little difficult, because they had hours there. To leave early in the morning as I sometimes needed to do for Sun Demon, you’d have to get permission; and then you had to be in by 12 midnight. But it was fun doing the movie. Then, several months later, it was also a thrill to fly down to Amarillo, Texas, for the world premiere. I was third-billed in the movie, but on the drive-in marquee it was just Bob’s name and mine up in lights. That kinda threw me! At one point while we were in Texas, Bob and I were invited to some home and treated royally, like we were “really something,” as though we were big movie stars. Well, Bob had been in a lot of movies opposite some top stars but I certainly hadn’t. At that point, the only movie I’d ever been in was
Sun Demon!
I guess The Hideous Sun Demon is a cult classic now, so it’s fun to be able to say I was in it. Ten years ago, Tom Weaver interviewed me about Sun Demon for Monsters from the Vault magazine, and after the issue came out, Bob Clarke phoned and thanked me for saying nice things about him in the article. I was so surprised and delighted to hear from him. I told him, “If you’re ever down this way, I would love to see you,” but he said he was too ill. Some time later, I was really sad to see a writeup in The Los Angeles Times about his passing.
My background is part-Norwegian and so I have light skin. Today I have a girlfriend who’s younger than I am but looks 15 years older, and I think that’s because she’s always in the sun, sunning herself. For as long as I can remember I’ve tried to stay out of the sun, and…you know…maybe part of the reason is psychological, because of the memory of seeing The Hideous Sun Demon and the scenes where the scientist went out into the sun and how horrible his face became. I don’t like to say this because it’ll sound like I’m boasting, but a lot of people don’t believe me when I say how old I am, because on my face I don’t have any wrinkles at all. So maybe I can also be grateful to The Hideous Sun Demon for keeping my skin young!
 
Nan Peterson
February 2011





Twenty-six-year-old Nan Peterson made her film bow as sexquisite chanteuse Trudy in The Hideous Sun Demon.





Nan Peterson in The Hideous Sun Demon, as captured by artist Frank Dietz.



Supplemental Photo Gallery
In closing, a few more photos of Robert Clarke, various incarnations of his Sun Demon and some miscellany.
 
Robert Clarke was widowered in 1996. A constellation of health woes plagued him in the last decade of his life, and as he approached his mid-80s, there were enough day-to-day challenges that he needed to move into a Valley Village, California, hospice. Despite having to spend most of his time in bed there, he told me that he was managing to cope; “I’m kind of surprising myself that I have coped because, gosh, under circumstances like this, why didn’t I flip out and kinda go ape shit and prove that I was a stereotype actor?” There were even days when his sense of humor re-emerged, for example when he told me, “If I eventually lose a leg [to diabetes], I lose a leg. Just so it isn’t my middle one!”
Ten days after Clarke’s 85th birthday, on Saturday, June 11, 2005, his caregiver Trish e-mailed me that he had died at 4:30 that morning. No autopsy was done to determine the cause for sure, “but if I were to guess, it would have been heart failure,” she wrote. Services were held later in the week, at Forest Lawn.
From the family’s press release: “While mixing in Hollywood with the best and brightest, Clarke retained his image as a Southern gentleman of grace, modesty, courtesy and kindness.” Amen.
 
For even more dope on Robert Clarke, The Hideous Sun Demon and the other people who made that movie, feverish fans can check out my McFarland books Science Fiction and Fantasy Film Flashbacks (1998; a three-way interview with Robert Clarke, Tom Boutross and Robin C. Kirkman) and A Sci-Fi Swarm and Horror Horde (2010; an interview with Nan Peterson), as well as the autobiography Robert Clarke: To “B” or Not to “B” (Luminary Press, 1996).





Wearing a Sun Demon mask he made from Richard Cassarino’s original mold, Bob Burns cavorted as the helio-horror in the amateur short Wrath of the Sun Demon (circa 1965).





When RKO was preparing to make the swashbuckler Sinbad the Sailor (1947), contract player Clarke decided to try for the title role. Douglas Fairbanks, Jr., got the part, Clarke got this publicity photo.





Clarke and other members of the King Family. Sun Demon-related folks are highlighted.





Clarke is visited by his parents on the set of the low-budget adventure yarn Tales of Robin Hood (1951).





The actor-speaker spellbinding an audience with his “Magic of Sci-Fi Film Making” presentation.





Clarke’s flyer for his “Magic of Sci-Fi Film Making” presentation.





One evening in the mid-1970s, Wade Williams ran his 35mm print of The Man from Planet X in his in-house theater for about 100 local friends. “Bob talked to the audience about the movie,” says Wade, “and several women hit on him afterwards.”





Three views of the Sun Demon mask that Bob Burns made for Clarke to use as part of his (Clarke’s) “The Magic of Sci-Fi Film Making” lectures.





RKO Studios alumni Clarke and King Kong united! (Actually, the Kong puppet is the one built by stop-motion animator Dave Allen and seen in the classic 1972 Volkswagen TV commercial.)





Sound man Doug Menville drew this sketch that he hoped would be used as the basis for the movie’s poster, “but alas, ‘twas not to be,” he told me.





At least one loyal Robert Clarke Fan received this gift from the actor: a Sun Demon bust with personalized plaque. That’s the kind of guy Clarke was.





Bob poses with two old pals.





Bob’s altered ego, immortalized in pen and ink by artist Frank Dietz.
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