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Introduction

“Without Willis O’Brien I might never have grown up loving dino-
saurs. His creatures in The Lost World and King Kong delighted my 
mind and filled my dreams and made me want to become a writer 

of fictions about dinosaurs. When I met Ray Harryhausen when we 
were both 17 we shared a dream to one day work for Willis O’Brien. 
That day came for Harryhausen. It remains for me to celebrate Obie, 
because of his genius which fired my love for those beasts, I wound 

up writing The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms read by John Huston, got 
me the job of screen playing Moby Dick! So, I moved from my set of 
grand beasts to one great super-beast. All because Willis O’Brien set 
me on the path when I was five! God bless his dear soul and talent!”

Ray Bradbury

AP File Photo Author Ray Bradbury
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W I L L I S  O ’ B R I E N
The Oaklander Who Created King KONG

Willis O’Brien with 1950 Oscar for Special Effects
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OBie animating Agathaumus signed by him
circa 1923
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   Willis Harold O’Brien (AKA “Obie”) was born in Oakland on March 2, 1886. His parents were active in city 
business and politics. His father, William Henry O’Brien, was Oakland’s Assistant District Attorney for ten years.

   Willis’ early life in Oakland was sheltered by a substantial family fortune. The six O’Brien children had Swedish 
nurses and “Obie spoke Swedish first and later learned English.”* An adventurous boy, Willis ran away frequently. 
Soon after the family’s bankruptcy in 1887, “O’Brien left because he didn’t want to be a burden on his family.”*

   During the next seven years Willis worked as a cowboy and menial laborer. These were times of extensive per-
sonal adventure as the enterprising Willis traveled and worked throughout the northern Pacific coast.

   After many regrettable jobs, Willis went to wild southern Oregon. Throughout a stormy winter he trapped furs 
while living closely with the native Modoc Indians. In the spring a sly fellow trapper offered to sell Willis’ furs in 
town. Trusting him, Willis watched his time and effort drift downstream.

   Trapping led to Willis’ becoming a knowledgeable wilderness guide. Hired by a party of USC scientists, Willis 
walked them to Crater Lake where the engaging paleontologists hunted fossils. This experience was Willis’ first 
direct exposure to the dinosaurs of the past.

   Around 1904 Willis returned to his family home at 776 West Street in Oakland. Within the next ten years Oak-
land expanded to its present size and shape. Willis’ father was involved in Mayor Motts’ “City Beautiful” plan of 

WILLIS O’BRIEN
The Oaklander Who Brought King Kong To Life

By Miron Murcury

O’Brien as a child Hand drawn post card c1904
This scene is reproduced in KING KONG 
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1905-1915 which, among its many achievements, created the extensive park and amenities surrounding beautiful 
Lake Merritt.
   The family moved three times and Willis held many jobs during that prosperous decade. Hired as an office boy, 
he soon learned enough to be promoted to draftsman. For the “San Francisco Daily News” Willis drew, among 
other topics, sports cartoons. Willis also boxed professionally. At one point, Willis “Shamus” O’Brien had won 
nine local fights. The tenth ended that career.

   While employed at a San Francisco marble shop, he assisted the head architect of the 1915 San Francisco 
World’s Fair.

   While sculpting clay fighters for an exhibit O’Brien and a helper staged a mock fight with the figurines, “... out 
of this came his idea of movies with animated models, ...” (New York Times, 11-11-62). Experimenting with a bor-
rowed newsreel camera in 1914, O’Brien filmed his first stop motion film atop the old Bank of Italy building in 
San Francisco, California.

   Herman Wobber, owner of the first post-quake Nickelodeon, was so impressed with the results, he formed a 
company to finance the making of an animated movie. O’Brien made The Dinosaur and the Missing Link in the 
old Imperial Theater on Market Street. The singular art of Stop-Motion model animation had begun.

   “O’Brien’s father didn’t encourage him,”* thinking there was no future in animated movies. Even so, this five 

Willis O’Brien, circa 1917, at the Edison Company film studio
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cessful, it was seen by nearly one-half million 
people during its 1919 Broadway engagement.

   Later all credit for Ghost was claimed by 
Mr. Dawley. He removed O’Brien’s name from 
the film and assumed the patent rights to the 
construction design of articulated miniature 
models.

   In 1920 O’Brien, now twice a father, joined 
Watterson R. Rothacker’s film company. They 
sold First National Pictures on the idea of 
financing the first full length motion picture 
using Stop-Motion animation. “THE LOST 
WORLD by Arthur Conan Doyle was chosen by 
O’Brien.”*

   With the dedication of an artist, O’Brien 
experimented and developed the new process 
of model animation. From the making of THE 
LOST WORLD and onward, the workload was 
too great for one man to do alone. Anima-

minute comedy led to a 1916 employment offer with the 
prestigious Edison Company in New York City. While he 
wasn’t enthusiastic about his son’s work, William O’Brien 
escorted Willis to the train station. “As Obie and his fa-
ther stood at the train station, his father took off his heavy 
overcoat and handed it to Obie”.* O’Brien made at least 
12 shorts while in New York. Although these short films 
were quite popular, his work with the Edison Company 
was curtailed when the company shut down in 1918.

   Meanwhile O’Brien’s Oakland girlfriend, Hazel Ruth 
Collette, had been sent east by her aunt. When the Edison 
company film studio closed, she returned with a reluc-
tant, unemployed O’Brien. The families placed pressure 
on him, resulting in their marriage. Hazel was quar-
relsome and restrictive. O’Brien always regretted their 
mismatched marriage, which time did not heal.

   When Herbert M. Dawley cabled from New York City 
proposing to finance an animated film, O’Brien rushed 
away. While in New York they wrote and made THE 
GHOST OF SLUMBER MOUNTAIN. Tremendously suc-

GHOST OF SLUMBER MOUNTAIN O’Brien in makeup for Ghost
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tion with small, flexible models is extremely detailed, 
tedious labor. With 960 separate movements necessary 
for one minute of screen-time, a solid day’s work might 
produce only 10 seconds of film.

   Thus, a crew of highly skilled assistants and collabo-
rators was carefully chosen. Some of these assistants 
continued to work with Mr. O’Brien over the following 
25 years.

   Two years into THE LOST WORLD’s preparation, Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle premiered Mr. O’Brien’s advanc-
ing Stop-Motion process at the annual dinner of the 
Society of American Magicians. The dinner guests, in-
cluding Harry Houdini, were astonished, thinking they 
had watched a film of actual dinosaurs film through 
a magic camera. The New York Times of June 3, 1922 
reported, “… if fakes they were masterpieces.”

   Mr. Dawley read that front page article. He then sued 
O’Brien’s backers for $100,000, claiming authorship of 
the miniature processes used. (Illustrated World, Nov. 
1919)

   Mr. Dawley settled out of court when confronted 
with the irrefutable proof O’Brien gathered showing 
that his stop motion work predated Dawley’s claim.

   Principal filming of THE LOST WORLD began in 
1923, after years of preparation and research. Released 
in 1925, the almost two-hour epic was called “The 
smash hit of the year!”

   O’Brien’s professional success allowed him further 
indulgence in the horse races and drink, when not 
working. Sadly, his forced marriage to Hazel continued 
to deteriorate. “Even our heroes have feet of clay.” Mrs 
O’Brien told me.

   O’Brien commenced pre-production work on AT-
LANTIS in 1926, but a studio move from NYC to 
Hollywood cancelled the film. In 1928 O’Brien moved 
to California and planned to film Mary Shelly’s classic, 
FRANKENSTEIN. In 1929 this film, too, was can-
celled. Also in 1928, O’Brien applied for a patent on his 
miniature rear-screen projection method.

THE LOST WORLD (1924) Miniature table top set
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   Early in 1930, O’Brien joined RKO Studios.  Reunit-
ed with Harry Hoyt, director of THE LOST WORLD, 
they carefully planned a sequel entitled CREATION. 
Meanwhile, the O’Brien’s had permanently separated.

   CREATION provided the Opportunity for O’Brien 
to perfect his model animation and novel film tech-
nologies. O’Brien had created a unique method of 
producing a realistic illusion of depth through the use 
of miniature settings between paintings on separate 
plates of glass. For CREATION, O’Brien trained much 
of the technical staff, which later worked under him on 
KING KONG.

   One hundred and twenty thousand dollars was spent 
before the Depression forced RKO’s Merian C. Cooper 
to shelve CREATION. O’Brien, desperate to have his 
art finally reach the screen, convinced Cooper to em-
ploy his refined animation effects in Cooper’s gorilla 
picture, KING KONG.

   O’Brien and his familiar team of assistants set to 

work with enthusiasm in 1931. “KING KONG repre-
sents the goal of more than twenty years,” O’Brien wrote 
in later years. Today, 89 years afterwards, it remains the 
gold standard against which all great effects movies are 
measured.

   KING KONG premiered in two major NYC theaters 
the same Depression day the banks closed. Children 
and parents greeted all 846 scenes of KING KONG 
excitedly. Radio City Music Hall and the RKO Roxy, 
with 10,000 combined seats, featured 10 sold out shows 
daily. Kong’s substantial success saved RKO Studios 
from imminent bankruptcy.

   O’Brien stood in the Hollywood of 1933 triumphant 
and justifiably proud. Yet as his professional life grew, 
O’Brien’s personal life continued to be marred with 
tragedy. Hazel O’Brien, on October 6th, shot their two 
children, killing them and then turned the .38 revolver 
on herself.

   These harsh personal tragedies came as the hastily 

KING KONG (1933) in a scene cut from the final release. Note the tie-down holes in the table top animation set.
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prepared sequel, SON OF KONG, was being filmed. 
Emotionally tortured and suffering personal differ-
ences over artistic control, O’Brien often walked out 
on the filming. “He even requested that his name be 
removed from SON OF KONG”.*

   Willis O’Brien remarried on November 17, 1934. 
His second wife, Darlyne Prenett, was extremely sup-
portive of his work and later co-authored some of his 
successful screen plays.

   O’Brien worked on SHE and THE LAST DAYS OF 
POMPEII as effects supervisor under Cooper, for RKO 
Studios. Budget constraints again forced cancellation 
of O’Brien’s fascinating Stop-Motion effects. Fired by 
RKO in 1935, O’Brien was reunited with the KING 
KONG production team and Cooper’s direction at 
MGM for WAR EAGLES in 1938. As with CREATION, 
the massive pre-production efforts never reached the 
screen. Hitler’s September 1939 march into Poland 
halted all work when Cooper reenlisted in the Army 
Air Corps.

   John Speaks’ Colonial Picture Company offered 
O’Brien a coproduction deal in 1942. Inventive 
O’Brien developed an original cowboy and dinosaurs 
story, GWANGI, through hundreds of production 
drawings and paintings. Elated with their prospects, 
O’Brien and others labored for 12 months. Abruptly, 
RKO’s financial backing of GWANGI ceased.

   O’Brien and his loving wife, Darlyne, then went to 
Chicago to work. From May 1942 to November 1943, 
they aided America’s war effort by creating top secret 
training films for the government. “Obie did what he 
had to, to pay the bills,”* as Hollywood proved indiffer-
ent toward O’Brien’s virtuoso animation from 1943-
1946.

   Cooper & Schoedsack again hired O’Brien in 1946, 
as creator of special effects, for their new ape film, 
MIGHTY JOE YOUNG. Thirteen long years after 
KING KONG, Joe began.

   For 30 months, O’Brien supervised and created the 

MIGHTY JOE YOUNG (1949) Blending actor and animation smoothly. 
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films’ amazing effects sequences. Lacking the time to 
animate personally, O’Brien hired young Ray Harry-
hausen as chief animator. Harryhausen was responsible 
for 80% of Joe’s scenes, while O’Brien animated the 
complex horse scenes.

   MIGHTY JOE YOUNG, released in 1949 at a final 
cost of 2.5 million dollars, earned the 64-year-old 
O’Brien a deserved Oscar for special effects.

   Joe was O’Brien’s final major motion picture. “To do 
a picture like Joe just became too expensive after that,” 
Harryhausen wrote. “It cost a fortune to shoot ten feet 
of animation, because of all those guys on the payroll.” 
(Cinefantastique Volume 11 Number 4)

   The O’Brien’s wrote many screenplays in the follow-
ing years. Their screenplay VALLEY OF THE MIST 
was sold in 1949 to Jesse Lasky, founder of Paramount 
Pictures. Cooper rehired his friend O’Brien in 1952 
hoping to remake KING KONG in Cinerama.

   With a life of unrealized dreams behind him, O’Brien 
continued to generate new ideas, none of which were 
ever realized. O’Brien created “Westernettes” for televi-
sion. For the then unbuilt Disneyland, O’Brien con-
ceived of a full-scale ride which was a trip to the moon.

   THE BEAST OF HOLLOW MOUNTAIN was written 
in 1955 and sold cheaply to the Nassour Brothers. They 
promised O’Brien the job of creating the stop-motion 
animation effects, but later refused him entry to the 
studio.

   Irwin Allen hired O’Brien and Ray Harryhausen in 
1956 to produce the dinosaur sequence of THE ANI-
MAL WORLD. The father of Stop-Motion animation 
next worked on two low budget films: THE BLACK 
SCORPION (1957) and THE GIANT BEHEMOTH 
(1958). O’Brien, dedicated to animation as a special art 
form, was reduced to animating low budget films.

   In 1960 Irwin Allen again hired O’Brien, this time 
as a technical advisor for the remake of THE LOST 

O’Brien photographed in Nogales, Mexico February, 1949
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WORLD. O’Brien, thinking this would be a Stop-
Motion animated feature, soon discovered that cost 
conscious Allen refused to consider animated dino-
saurs. The disappointing 1960 film featured lizards 
with pasted on fins.

   Still active at 75, O’Brien sought financing to make 
KING KONG VS. FRANKENSTEIN’S MONSTER 
on a grandiose scale. The new project was shown to 
RKO’s president. D.T. O’Shea introduced an interested 
producer, John Beck, who promised to keep O’Brien 
informed as to the progress of the project. He did not 
fulfill his promise. In 1963 O’Brien’s stolen story was 
presented as KING KONG VERSUS GODZILLA and 
released first in Japan and later world wide.

   While waiting for word on the new Kong project, 
O’Brien was hired to supervise the model animation in 
IT’S A MAD, MAD, MAD, MAD WORLD.

   On November 8, 1962, Willis O’Brien, age 76, suf-
fered a fatal heart attack.

   Quotes marked * are Mrs. Darlyne O’Brien’s, gener-
ously given to me during a long telephone interview.

Willis O’Brien and unidentified dinner guest

Producer Irwin Allen and Willis O’Brien on
THE LOST WORLD remake (1960)



14 ~ Willis O’Brien: The Oaklander Who Created King Kong

From: International Photographer Magazine of May, 1933.

   In previous articles there has been so much misinformation presented relative to the methods used in ob-
taining effects shots (which do add immeasurably to the scope and general possibilities of the motion picture), 
that I believe a short description of the work as it is actually carried on might prove of interest.

   The completed shot represents a combination of applied talents creating an ultimate picture or impression 
that, when well done, is beautiful and conclusive. The dramatic value of the setting – tis lighting and construc-
tion – are all necessary elements that must be studied and worked out prior to the consideration of the me-
chanical agencies to be applied.

   A scene that flashes before your eyes on the screen for a few seconds may have required several weeks of 
concentrated preparation and work. Often a day’s work of twenty-five feet of finished film is shown in about 
one-third of a minute on the screen. In the making of KING KONG, a detailed sketch was made for each set. 
The artist created a picture or illustration of that certain bit of action. This sketch would necessarily have to be 
complete in all detail: the comparative sizes of people and animals, their actions, the dramatic value of the set-
ting and its lighting.

Miniature Effects Shots. Written By Willis O’Brien

Table Top Model recreating a scene from
KING KONG.

Built by Tom Sullivan

One of many Willis O’Brien patents.
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   Each scene was planned 
as a single picture; a dra-
matic conception in black and 
white. Continuity sketches 
were made combining these 
larger sketches in their cor-
rect sequence, so that the 
protraction of the story would 
be kept, the whole as well as 
details, receiving an infinite 
amount of study and research.

   Then the best or neces-
sary means to duplicate this 
conception was worked out. 
It might be a miniature set 
with the characters or people 
being projected into a part of 
it. The practical requirements 
necessary for the working of 
miniature animals might be 
necessary to consider. The 
advisability of using glass 
paintings, or perhaps matting 
the lower part of the set so as 
to use conventionally pho-
tographed foreground must 
be taken into account. All 
these and many more possible 
requirements must be consid-
ered.

   After deciding the means to 
be used, the layout or con-
struction plans were drawn 
and detained, even to the 
exact position of the camera 
and the placing of people 
and animals. This work is 
done by Caroll Shepphird. If 
people were to be projected 

or matted in the set, a complete drawing for that part of the set would be necessary, so that they would take 
their place in the miniature in the correct perspective and create a convincing picture. In many instances of a 
composite shot, a full-size set with people would be shot a month or so before the miniature of which it would 
become a part, thus necessitating exacting layouts and camera setups.

   The layouts are conceived entirely from the sketch so that the shot would be an exact reproduction of the 
artist’s conception. Much research was necessary  so as to obtain correct reproductions of every detail.
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   When the plans were ready, the set or sets were put into work. Expert craftsmen carefully built the necessary 
units. It might be a combination miniature set with glass paintings and projected images, the sketch artists 
painting the glasses and backings themselves, and in many instances having the original sketch projected on 
the glass to serve as a guide for the glass artist. When the set is finished the cameraman and electrician light 
the set from the sketch.

   Then tests were made until the required and desired results were obtained, the final picture being a practical 
setting and exact reproduction of the artist’s conception.

   From the foregoing it can easily be seen that the miniature technician cannot bring his set to the screen 
single-handed.  It is fundamentally an artist’s conception but requires the united efforts of many craftsmen, its 
success depending entirely upon the combination of artistic, photographic and mechanical effects, each person 
being a specialist in his field but also having a general knowledge of the whole.

   When making KING KONG, it was necessary to have a large staff of experienced men to carry on the work. 
A group of men were kept busy building and repairing the animals or executing any mechanical necessity that 
was required. Another group build the miniatures, which included a New York elevated railway recreated in 
detail, and jungle settings on a tropical island. Mario Larrinaga and Byron Crabbe made the sketches and later 
painted the backings and glasses for the sets after the miniatures were drawn up and put to work. Besides these 
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men, others were necessary for the actual working of the miniatures.

   Experience is the only teacher of the various treatments required to obtain the desired effects. Each new set 
is an individual problem and requires separate treatment. There is no set rule or method by which you can 
classify all miniatures. The scale and size must be individually determined.

   The miniature of today is a much more convincing and effective medium than it was a few years ago. The 
introduction of real people into the miniature (by process, matte or projection) and the addition of sound have 
all helped considerably. Many people pride themselves on being able to tell a miniature shot on the screen. 
A well-executed miniature cannot be detected, except by the expert himself. Miniatures are very often shot 
at high speed, that is from four to eight times normal speed. This is always done when shooting water, as the 
scale and illusion cannot be brought about except by the use of the high-speed camera.

   Miniatures and so-called trick shots are not a medium used to fool the public, but rather a means of obtain-
ing a better or otherwise impossible angle to further the completeness of the story and often are used as the 
only possible solution to get the desired effect. The average picture has a few. The Hollywood Herald called 
KING KONG, “The most sensational exhibition of camera tricks in the history of motion pictures.” It was prob-
ably the extreme case because of its impossibility without them. New ideas and new combinations of older 
processes were used. Miniature animals, combined with the projection of people on the miniature set, created 
a scene that was convincing, not for the purpose of fooling the picture-goer, but to give something new and 
formerly impossible. I believe the public has come to realize and appreciate the true creative ability required in 
the conception and execution of these shots so as to obtain the maximum in artistic and realistic effects.

Original King Kong armature.
From Christie’s Auction’s
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Movies Featuring the Artistry of Willis O’Brien 1
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Movies Featuring the Artistry of Willis O’Brien 2
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Unrealized Movies By Willis O’Brien 1
   Willis O’Brien wrote treat-
ments and storyboarded 
original movie ideas with 
the hope of selling the film 
to a studio. The following 
fantastic ideas never made 
it beyond the water color 
concept paintings.

  BABOON
   A tale about a Yeti.
 

 

   Below.
The Monster from the unrealized “KING KONG vs 
FRANKENSTEIN’S MONSTER” c1960.
   San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park was the setting for 
this battle of fictional behemoths. 

   Below.
   ASSIGNMENT HIMALAYAS
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Unrealized Movies By Willis O’Brien 2
   Willis O’Brien wrote treatments and storyboarded original movie ideas with the hope of selling the film to a 
studio. The following fantastic ideas never made it beyond the water color concept paintings.
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KING KONG “Stuff ” 

   KING KONG is more popular 
and respected then ever.

   Google lists 984,000,000 results 

for King Kong web and 6,240,000 

results for Willis O’Brien.
   Amazon offers over 6,000 items 

for sale.

Here is a sampling of KING 
KONG uses. A poster for a BD 
(comicbook) festival, children’s 

toy, safety matches, a S.F. business 
name, political button from the SF 

anti-highrise movement and an 
internationally syndicated cartoon 

strip, Hi and Lois.
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O’Brien’s personal life was stalked by tragedy. Hazel O’Brien, on October 6th,
shot their two children, killing them and then turned the .38 revolver on herself.

These harsh personal tragedies are reflected in this painful photograph which O’Brien tore and discarded.



KING KONG loved only one but is loved by millions.


