Trivia for 

Forbidden Planet (1956)


• 
 First mainstream film to have the music performed entirely by electronic instruments.


• 
Louis Barron and Bebe Barron worked on the electronic soundtrack music "tonalities" for only three months, the length of time given them by Dore Schary, head of MGM. He authorized the studio to send them a complete workprint at Christmas 1955. They received the complete 35mm Eastmancolor workprint at New Year's 1956, a week later, still with many visual effects sequences missing and timed in with blank leader by editor Ferris Webster. From January 1, 1956 to April 1, 1956, they worked on the soundtrack score in their Greenwich Village studio in New York City while the film was in post-production in Culver City. The score was completed and delivered to MGM on April 1, 1956, and the film was released for a studio sneak preview soon afterward. The musician's union, however, objected to the soundtrack, and blocked the Barrons from being credited as "composers", hence the term "electronic tonalities".


• 
 The music score known to many as "Forbidden Planet Fanfare - Parts 1 & 2" on the original 1956 theatrical trailer, beyond the electronic tonalities of the Barrons, was composed by 'Andre Previn' , and pieced together seamlessly by an MGM music editor. The music was originally written by Previn for the MGM films Scene of the Crime (1949) and Bad Day at Black Rock (1955).


• 
 'David Rose' , composer of light orchestral music such as "Holiday For Strings" was originally hired to write the score. He was relieved of his contract by producer Dore Schary in December 1955 when Schary discovered avant-garde electronic music creators Louis and Bebe Barron in a nightclub in Greenwich Village, New York and hired them on the spot. The only confirmed piece of music still remaining from Rose's discarded original score is his Main Title Theme, which he released as a single on MGM Records in 1956.


• 
 Loosely based on "The Tempest" by William Shakespeare.


• 
 The model of the "flying saucer" style Earth space cruiser was retained by the MGM prop department and subsequently used in a number of productions on the MGM lot, including an episode of the "The Twilight Zone" (1959). Robby the Robot and his ground transporter would be used on that show as well.


• 
 Star Trek creator Gene Roddenberry eventually admitted this film was a major inspiration for his own science fiction TV series. The idea for the "beaming down" via teleporters in "Star Trek" (1966) was filched from this film.


• 
 MGM insisted on changes to Cyril Hume's script by adding comic relief scenes with the ship's cook (played in the final film by Earl Holliman). Among these scenes was one in which Robby the Robot responds to the cook's complaint about the lack of female companionship by bringing him a female chimp. The scene was reportedly not filmed.


• 
 In preparing this film for production, MGM borrowed a print of This Island Earth (1955) from Universal-International.


• 
 Film debut of Robby the Robot.


• 
 The planet on which Edward and Altaira Morbius live is Altair IV, which according to "Star Trek: Deep Space Nine" (1993) is also a Federation planet. Director Fred M. Wilcox consulted with scientists before making the decision that the planet's sky would be green.


• 
 The special effects artists used split-screen traveling mattes to make images appear and disappear, such as the piece of fruit Morbius lobs at the "household disintegrator beam" and the tiger that Commander Adams vaporizes. See the "Goofs" section for problems caused by this process.


• 
 The scene in which the image of Altaira appears in the Krell's "plastic educator" device was achieved with several special effects, including superimposed film footage of the charge from an electrical generator, hand-drawn animation, and a traveling matte cut from film footage of Anne Francis.


• 
 The "electronic tonalities" created by Louis Barron and Bebe Barron were reused several years later in another science fiction film From the Earth to the Moon (1958) that was produced by RKO.


• 
Robby the Robot currently resides in the private collection of director William Malone

• 
 To increase the sense of depth, the opening image of the spaceship approaching the camera is actually composed of two shots: the first of a small model, the second of a larger model travelling on the same track. The ship passes into and out of a shadow to conceal the cut.


• 
 Robert Kinoshita, who is credited as building Robby the Robot, was also Art Director for the TV series "Lost in Space". Many of the Lost in Space Robot's features parallel Robby's: glass "head" with animated elements; rotating antenna "ears" (although LiS Robot's ears rarely moved after the pilot); flashing light "mouth", and chest panel with more animated elements. For that matter, much of the layout of Forbidden Planet's spaceship is mirrored by LiS's Jupiter 2: Saucer shape; integral landing gear/entry stairs; lower external dome with animated lights; central, plexi-domed navigation station; vertical hibernacula arranged along perimeter. (In addition, Robby and the LiS Robot had a couple of "family reunions" in two LiS episodes: the first season's "War of the Robots" and the third season's "Condemned of Space".)


• 
 When the film was first released theatre goers were given special paper glasses with red lenses. The glasses were to be used during certain scenes involving the invisible monster ("Monsters from the Id"). You were alerted that it was time to put on your special glasses by flashes on the screen. When you put on the special glasses the invisible monster was revealed.


• 
 The trailer for this film is narrated by Marvin Miller, who also provided the voice for Robby The Robot.

Goofs for 

Forbidden Planet (1956)


• 
Crew or equipment visible: As the vehicle driven by the robot first drives up to the residence, there is a tow cable visible in the foreground, partially obscured by the bushes. This cable is most visible behind the vehicle as it leaves the scene.


• 
Revealing mistakes: As the tiger passes Altaira on the patio, first a portion of the tiger's face, and then a portion of the tiger's hind leg vanish in the split-screen effect.


• 
Continuity: Dr. Morbius invites Commander Adams to try his blaster on the Krell metal door. Cmdr. Adams inspects the result, but he's not pointing to the spot where the beam hit.


• 
Continuity: During the kissing lesson, Jerry goes from embracing Altaira to holding her by the arms between shots.


• 
Revealing mistakes: During the landing scene, the shadow of the ship (or a supporting structure of the suspended model) is visible briefly moving across one of the smaller mountains at the right side of the screen.


• 
Revealing mistakes: When Robby uses the blaster on the plant in the garden, an unidentifiable shadow suddenly appears on the green V support directly behind Commander Adams.

Forbidden Planet (1956)

First Credit: Robby the Robot

First Uncredited: None

Directed by: Fred McLeod Wilcox

Written by: Irving Block, Allen Adler & Cyril Hume

Also Starring: Walter Pidgeon, Anne Francis & Leslie Nielsen

Best Line: "Sorry, miss. I was giving myself an oil job."

Smithee Moment: In Robby's first scene, Altair 4's moon flips from right to left. Continuity!

This science fiction version of Shakespeare's "The Tempest" was a major hit in it's day and became the template for many later sci-fi films. It's combination of light dialogue and heavy ideas greatly informed countless B-movie imitations and several TV series through the '60s and '70s. It also featured a fine performance by the world's first FX star, Robby the Robot.

And Robby owns this movie. Standing in for Prospero's genie-like spirit Ariel, Robby is the mechanical assistant of super-brainy scientist Dr. Morbius (Walter Pidgeon.) From the moment he drives up in his futuristic pickup truck to meet spaceship commander Adams (Leslie Nielsen) and his crew, Robby steals every scene in which he appears. This first exchange sets the comedic tone for Robby's character as he trades a few lines with Commander Adams before taking him to meet his maker, so to speak.

After lunch Dr. Morbius points out some of Robby's niftier features, which includes immense strength, unquestioning obedience, and the ability to replicate just about anything. He also explains how he made Robby shortly after landing on Altair 4 with the help of Krell technology (a long dead super-technological race who once inhabited the planet.) Now Robby serves as a mechanical butler to Morbius and his shapely yet stunningly naive daughter Altaira (Anne Francis.)

The first half of the movie largely belongs to Robby as he interacts with the spaceship crew. Amongst others, Robby has a pair of very amusing scenes opposite the ship's cook (Earl Holliman), who's on a quest to replenish his supply of genuine 'Ancient Rocket' bourbon. Robby also has a great scene in the movie's second half, confronting Commander Adams and Lt. 'Doc' Ostrow (Warren Stevens) as they arrive to evacuate Dr. Morbius and Altaira after the invisible monster attacks their camp.

Other notable appearances: Future TV stars Richard Anderson and Jack Kelly have secondary roles as Quinn, the ship's chief engineer and Lt. Jerry Farman respectively. Also Radio Hall of Famer and all around character actor Les Tremayne provides the familiar voice of films memorable introduction.

Commander John J. Adams (Leslie Nielsen) and his crew travel to Altair-IV aboard their flying saucer to investigate the disappearance of the ship, Bellerophon, years earlier.  They find that only Dr Edward Morbius (Walter Pidgeon) and his innocent daughter, Altaira (Anne Francis), have survived.  Morbius is studying the advanced machinery of a dead race, the Krell, and has constructed a powerful robot, Robby, to be his servant.  As the new arrivals vie for Altaira's affections, a crewman is killed, indicating that the force that wiped out most of the Bellerophon's crew may be active again.

While Forbidden Planet didn't make my Top 10 Important Science Fiction Films list, it was a near miss, coming in somewhere around twelfth or thirteenth.  It was one of the first pictures that had humans roaming outside of our solar system; it suggested wonders out in space, and it created the iconic Robby the Robot.  It strongly influenced both Star Wars and Star Trek  (the three officers could be Kirk, Spock, and McCoy with few changes, and their mission to check out what happened to some "colonists" was used repeatedly on the various Star Trek series; plus the alien landscape looks a bit too much like the Styrofoam rock worlds the Enterprise crew kept finding).

Praised with near religious intensity by many, Forbidden Planet demonstrates that the importance of a film does not correspond to its quality.  The basic plot is a step above almost all '50s Sci-Fi flicks, and the background of the Krell and their great and tragic advance is top notch, but everything in the film isn't so impressive.  The acting varies from acceptable (Walter Pidgeon in a non taxing role) to atrocious (a pre-comedic Leslie Nielsen with his macho man rating turned to 11).  The special effects are sad, particularly the flying saucer (yes, in the future, we travel in saucers) which looks like a photo of a cheap model kit, or maybe a painted Frisbee—and this was five years after War of the Worlds showed how it could be done.  Then there is the space clothing that is a mixture of pajamas and baseball uniforms, and the squirt-gun ray-guns.  The exterior scenes are obviously shot on a set, one that anyone with some polystyrene and a paint gun could make.  The map-paintings hold up much better, with the great Krell generators looking pretty impressive. 

I can't forget the painfully intrusive, computer tonal music; it won't let you forget while watching.  After it first pops up over the credits (and under them and on every side—Ah! Turn it off!), the spacemen make their hyperspace jump.  This jump must be hard on mental and emotional stability, as it's the only way to explain the following scene, where Adams becomes worried about something on the display screen and that the ship is warm.  As nothing happens, I assume there was no problem, but then I wonder why we had to watch Adam's mistaken concern.

What really pulls the film down is the embarrassing '50s attitudes that are plopped on the screen without comment.  There's no imagination used in seeing the future.  Instead, we're presented with an all male, manly-men crew, which just stop short of howling when they see a girl.  Apparently, women are incapable of operating the big complex machines used in space travel.  The sexist and prudish comments come fast and furious, implying that two hundred years from now, all women will be housewives (Robby is a "housewife's dream").  While Altaira is playing hard-to-get (all women do, you know), Commander Adams berates her for being too alluring, stating if she gets molested by the crew, it's her fault for not being demure enough.  But it's all said in nice, censor-approved '50s film-speak.

Good news for the Arian Nation.  It looks like either the "white race" has formed its own government, or the pale folks have killed off all those lesser people as there isn't dark skin to be seen.  No blacks.  No Asians.  Not even a southern European gets to board the lily-white ships of the future.

There's also some pretty silly combat.  A man, armed with a pulse weapon, runs up to the monster (because the weapon works better 20 ft closer?) and is flung aside to his death.  Naturally, another follows and dies.  This, of course, persuades a third to run at the monster.  Not exactly the brightest of men.  I guess all that inbreeding to keep the race pure hasn't done good things for mental development.

Much is made of Forbidden Planet's connection to The Tempest.  Yes, there is a loose similarity in the story and characters.  Morbius is the magus Prospero, Altaira is Miranda,  and Adams is both the love interest, Ferdinand, and King Alonso as he has official power.  Robby is the sprite Ariel, and with the ship' s cook, he is also one half of the clown team of  drunken Stephano and Trinculo.  The rest of the spaceship's crew are the other shipwreck survivors.  Critics often equate the id monster with Caliban, but outside of both of them being "bad," there is no connection.  However, lining up these characters means little.  Shakespeare wasn't the greatest writer of the English language because of his plots or his characters.  It was his words, and none of those are used in   Forbidden Planet.

The movie is at its best when Adams and his crew shut up.  Then the story of the ancient Krell and their machines can unfold.  What Morbius has done, both known and unknown, is interesting.  Robby isn't bad for comic relief, and as long as Altaira isn't involved with the contrived romance with Adams, she is also engaging.

I have a low opinion of the concept of remakes, but here is an exception.  Forbidden Planet has a lot going for it.  If produced with good actors across the board, some non-distracting special effects, and the absence of sexism and racism, it could be a great movie.  For now, watch it for its historical interest.

Bellerophon ("bearing darts") was a hero from Greek mythology whose greatest feat was to kill the Chimera, a monster usually depicted as with a lion's head, a goat's body, and a serpent-tail. He is also said to be the grandson of Sisyphus, a notable character in mythology who was sent to Tartarus for doing many evil things in life. He was the son of King Glaucus of Corinth.

Bellerophon's journey begins when he is acused of trying to seduce the wife of King Proteus. He is sent into to exile to the land of King Iobates of Lycia. Proteus wanted Iobates to kill Bellerophon, but Iobates feared the wrath of the gods if he murdered a guest; so he sent Bellerophon on a mission that Iobates deemed impossible: to kill the fire-breathing monster the Chimera.

An alternate version of the beginning of the quest is that Bellerophon wandered into Proteus, who grew intensely jealous of him. Proteus was the son-in-law of Iobates, King of Lycia, and sent Bellerophon to him with a sealed message that asked to kill Bellerophon, this is the origin of the expression a "bellerophonic letter". Lycia at the time was in the middle of a horrific plague and Iobates didn't want to strain the population with a war, which would surely be the result if he murdered Bellerophon. Instead, he sent him on an impossible quest: to kill the Chimera.

The goddess Athena, realizing Bellerophon would surely die if he undertook this task alone, sent him aid in the form of the winged horse, Pegasus. Alternatively, Bellerophon sought out the wisest man in Lycia, Polyidus, who told him about the Pegasus. To obtain the services of the winged horse, Polyidus told Bellerophon to sleep in the temple of Athena. While Bellerophon slept, he dreamed of Athena setting a golden bridle down beside him; it was there when he awoke. Bellerophon had to sneak up on Pegasus while it drank from a well (Polyidus told him which well -- Pirene on the Acrocotinth).

Bellerophon mounted his steed and flew off to where the Chimera was said to dwell. When he arrived, the Chimera was truly ferocious, and he could not harm the monster even while riding on Pegasus. He felt the heat of the breath the Chimera expelled, and was struck with an idea. He got a large block of lead and mounted it on his spear. He then flew head-on towards the Chimera, holding out the spear as far as he could. Before he broke off his attack, he managed to lodge the block of lead inside the Chimera's throat. The beast's fire-breath melted the lead, and blocked its air passage. The Chimera suffocated, and Bellerophon returned to King Iobates victoriously. Iobates was unable to believe that this valiant hero deserved death, and so he allowed Bellerophon to marry his daughter. Alternatively, Iobates' daughter, Antea, loved Bellerophon. He scorned her and she committed suicide. Iobates' other daughter, Philonoe, had an affair with Bellerophon.

However, as Bellerophon's fame grew, so did his ego. Bellerophon felt that, with Pegasus, he could fly to Mount Olympus, the realm of the gods. However, the flight was truly exhausting for Pegasus and the gods sent a fly to sting the horse. Pegasus stumbled and Bellerophon fell to his death, punished for the pride of hubris. (In some versions, Athena saves him but Pegasus flies away and Bellerophon is crippled by the fall.)

Bellerophon was also said to be the father of Laodamia by an unknown woman.

The Baroque opera Il Bellerofonte of the Czech composer Josef Mysliveček also derives its name from Bellerophon.

In the sci-fi story Forbidden Planet (both the novel by W.J. Stuart and the 1956 film starring Walter Pidgeon and Leslie Nielsen) the space cruiser C-57-D is sent to planet Altair IV to search for survivors of the ill-fated Bellerophon Expedition.

Forbidden Planet (1956) Directed by Fred M. Wilcox. Leslie Nielsen, Walter Pidgeon, Anne Francis, Warren Stevens (98 min.)

Shakespeare and Freud collide under the green skies of Altair IV. Leslie Nielsen (in his MGM starlet days) plays a proto-Captain Kirk whose space ship scouts for a long-lost Earth colony and unleashes forces best left alone. Suavely mysterious Dr. Morbius and his chaste daughter Altaira appear to be the only survivors…but are they? Robby the Robot plays Ariel in this lavish outer space version of The Tempest.

MGM spared no expense in this elegant and unusual science fiction film, quite a departure from the studio's usual fare. Robby the Robot is hardly the first mechanical wo/man in the movies, but he is surely the inspiration for C3PO (Star Wars) and HAL (2001). Robert Kinoshita designed "one of the most elaborate robots ever built for a film production. More than two months of trial and error labour were needed to install the 2600 feet of electrical wiring that operated all his flashing lights, spinning antennae and the complicated gadgets that can be seen moving inside his transparent, dome shaped head." (John Brosnan, The Primal Screen). Vivan Sobchak described him in Screening Space as a "mad mating between the Michelin tire man and a juke box." He cost $125,000; a lot of money for a single prop, and was inhabited by a couple of different actors and voiced by Marvin Miller, whose other brief moment of fame was the title role in The Millionaire, a 50s tv show. Robby obeys Isaac Asimov's Laws of Robotics. (A robot may not injure a human being, or through inaction allow harm to one, A robot must obey human orders, unless in conflicts with Rule 1, A robot must protect its own existence, as long as Rule 1 or 2 are not violated.) He is a fully drawn character, and his smug superiority provides much of the film's humor.

Robby turned out to be a pioneer…not just of galaxy exploration but of movie merchandising tie-ins. The toy version was hugely popular and still is. You can still get the Robby the Robot of your dreams from a site that includes a generous helping of Robby the Robot history and trivia and a movie robot timeline, as well as shopping (address below). Forbidden Planet's monster was created by Joshua Meador, the head of the Disney animation effects studio. Although tame by current standards, it was considered excessively frightening at the time, and was edited out by some state censor boards.

Forbidden Planet is somewhat confined by an elaborate sound stage landscape (although I'll take it over those foam rubber Star Trek "on location" boulders any day). Dr. Morbius has a California modern house that would look natural in Big Sur. Anne Francis wears a goofy series of "futuristic" dresses supposedly tailored by the resourceful Robby, but actually designed by Helen Rose. Rose decided that "with excercise, dieting, health and beauty consciousness, the human body, especially the female body was getting more and more beautiful...I had been nurturing a costume idea for over twenty years, ever since I did the special show for (ballroom dancers) Fanchon and Marco when I painted the performers with gold paint. I thought this would be a good idea for the film Forbidden Planet, as I could easily imagine 'sprayed -on-clothes' in the year 2000, but no one wanted to go along with me. We settled for a very short, styish dress that was to become the first 'mini-skirt.' My most favorite outfit was never seen."

 

"For Me?" The limits of imagination: space travel and dial telephones.

 

Anne Francis describes it: "The most exotic outfit Helen designed for me was for Forbidden Planet, and it was never seen in the film. Mr. Dore Schary (head of MGM) nixed it as being too revealing! It was an all-in-one form fitting jump suit of silver lame. It was long sleeved and covered me from neck to toe, with silver cuffed gloves to match. It also had a skull fitting lame hood, similar to the hoods worn by the Knights of Old. Over this was to be worn a see-through coat that was knee length and belted in at the waist. Specially made see-through shoes were to adorn my silver feet. It was sexy for sure..."A fond wish for the future has always been that women would all choose to wear skimpy clothes.

Walter Pigeon's career lasted over 50 years, from the late silent era to the 1970s. He was most closely identified with his 1940s work, particularly John Ford's How Green Was My Valley and partnered with Greer Garson in 8 films, including Mrs. Miniver. His dignity gives Forbidden Planet a beneficial gravitas. Anne Francis is stuck playing a dumbell, but for ingenues, it is ever so. Leslie Nielsen's straight-laced commander gives no hint of the humor he brings to his late career spoofing parts. Comic relief of the strictly heavy handed kind is courtesy of Earl Holliman…did anyone ever think his antics were funny? Crew member Warren Stevens is a 60s tv villain stalwart, always a welcome sight.

The musical score, termed "electronic tonalities," was composed by Louis and Bebe Barron. They were a married couple, collaborators of avant-garde composer John Cage. The "bleats, burps, whirs, whines, throbs, hums and screeches" that make up the sound track contained carefully developed themes and motifs, as well as providing general atmosphere. Unlike Bernard Herrmann's score for The Day the Earth Stood Still, which used the Theremin as well as an unconventional selection of standard musical instruments, Forbidden Planet's innovative score was entirely electronic.

 

 From the right: Robby the Robot obeying the Asimov's First Law of Robotics, Walter Pidgeon, Leslie Nielsen, Warren Stevens, Jack Kelly

 

The Tempest was special effects wizard Irving Block's favorite play, and he helped write the story with Allen Adler. It incorporates mythological themes, such as the loss of the heroine's innocence resulting in the destruction of her supernatural powers. But, since it was aimed, at least in part, at children, the linked theme of Dr. Morbius' incestuous desire for his daughter was somewhat sublimated.

John Brosnan is convinced Shakespeare would have approved of this treatment, "if he received screen credit and a percentage of the gross." He added, "This was indeed the real thing for the first time in the cinema: a science fiction movie set in the future just as it should be, calmly presenting the fact that the human race would survive long enough not only to develop a highly advanced technology, but expand into the stars. Science fiction fans wept openly in the cinemas."

*

(Robby and Anne photo from Jerry Ohlinger's Movie Material Store. Other photo (and music quote) from April 1956 Films in Review. They liked it (for a change). Helen Rose and Anne Francis quotes from Rose's autobiography, Just Make Them Beautiful. Get your very own 7 foot tall Robby the Robot at www.the-robotman.com.

Some questions for discussion: 

1. Gender - Altaira as the product of male fantasy? Altaira as an innocent, a child of nature? Robby as dual-gendered - new man? 

2. The power of the mind - the scientist's power and ambition? The rational mind and the irrational unconscious? 

3. The rise and fall of a superior civilisation - defeated by unconscious fear - the paranoia of empire - a prophetic warning for America? 

4. Dramatisation and sublimation of repressed sexual desires and fantasies of power and domination unacceptable in civilised society (so relocated to the 'forbidden planet'). [sublimation: The refining of instinctual energy, esp. that of the sexual impulse, and its manifestation in ways that are socially more acceptable].
