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Gargoyles The Movie
1972

The Hidden Gem
of 70s Horror:
Rediscovering
Gargoyles The
Movie 1972

In  the  vast  landscape  of
1970s  television  cinema,
few  product ions  have
achieved the peculiar blend
of  cul t  reverence  and
genuine  terror  quite  like
Gargoyles  The  Movie
1972 .  This  made-for-
television  horror  film,
originally  airing on CBS in
November  of  that  year,
represents  a  fascinating

chapter in the evolution of
creature  features  and
remains  a  touchstone  for
fans of practical effects and
atmospheric  storytelling.
While it may not boast the
theatrical budget of its big-
screen contemporaries, this
film  carved  out  a  unique
niche  that  continues  to
capt iva te  aud iences
decades  later.  For  those
unfamiliar  with  this  eerie
artifact of 1970s television,
prepare  to  discover  a  film
that  quietly  influenced  a
generation  of  horror  and
fantasy cinema.



The Genesis of a
Television Horror

Classic

Gargoyles  The  Movie
1972  emerged  during  a
golden  era  of  television
movies,  a  period  when
n e t w o r k s  w e r e
experimenting with original
horror  and  science  fiction
content. Directed by Bill L.
Norton,  who  would  later
work  on  major  Hollywood
productions,  the  film  was
produced by Roger Gimbel
and  written  by  John  Elias
and Elinor Karpf. The story
follows Dr. Mercer Boley, a
paleontologist  played  with
earnest intensity by Cornel
W i l d e ,  a s  h e  a n d  h i s
daughter  Diana  (Jennifer
Sa l t )  s tumble  upon  a
hidden colony of gargoyles
in the Southwestern desert.
What  begins  as  a  routine
archaeological  expedition
quickly  descends  into  a

nightmare  of  survival
against  creatures  that
s h o u l d  e x i s t  o n l y  i n
medieval  myth.

The  film's  premise  cleverly
blends academic rigor with
supernatural  folklore.  Dr.
Boley's scientific skepticism
serves as a perfect foil for
t h e  r e v e l a t i o n  t h a t
gargoyles  are  not  merely
stone  adornments  on
cathedrals,  but  l iving,
breathing  remnants  of  a
prehistoric  species.  This
grounding  in  pseudo-
science gives the horror a
veneer  of  credibility  that
elevates  it  above  simpler
monster movies of the era.
The  script  carefully  builds
tens ion,  a l lowing  the
audience  to  discover  the
t r u t h  a l o n g s i d e  t h e
protagonists,  a  technique
that  rewards  pat ient
viewers with genuine chills.
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Revolutionary
Makeup and
Creature Effects

P e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t
ce lebrated  aspect  o f
Gargoyles  The  Movie
1972 is its groundbreaking
makeup  and  creature
design,  work  that  earned
the film a Primetime Emmy
Award  for  Outstanding
Achievement  in  Makeup.
This  recognition  was  no
small  feat  for  a  television
movie,  and  it  was  largely
due  to  the  visionary  efforts
of  a  young  Stan  Winston,
who would later become a
Hollywood  legend  for  his
work  on  films  like  Aliens,
Predator, and Jurassic Park.
Winston's  gargoyles  are  a
masterclass  in  practical
effects,  achieved  through  a
combinat ion  o f  la tex
prosthetics,  foam  rubber
suits,  and  meticulous
sculpting.

The main gargoyle,  known
a s  " T h e  B e a s t , "  w a s
portrayed by Bernie Casey,
a former NFL player turned
actor  whose  imposing
physique and commanding
presence  brought  an
unexpected  dignity  to  the
role.  Rather  than  simply
portraying  a  mindless
monster, Casey infused the
creature  with  intelligence
and  malevolence,  creating
a  villain  that  audiences
could  simultaneously  fear
and respect. The design of
the  gargoyles  owes  as
much to paleontology as to
Gothic  architecture,  with
bat - l i ke  wings ,  sca ly
reptilian  skin,  and  horns
that  suggest  a  demonic
lineage. Winston's work on
this  film  served  as  his
b r e a k o u t  p r o j e c t ,
demonstrating the potential
of  television as  a  medium
for  ambitious  practical
effects.



What  makes  the  creature
effects  so  enduringly
effective  is  their  tactile
reality.  In  an  age  before
c o m p u t e r - g e n e r a t e d
imagery, every scale, every
ridge,  and  every  facial
expression  was  physically
present  on  screen.  The
gargoyles  move  with  a
weight  and  presence  that
digital  creations  often
struggle  to  replicate,  their
performances  grounded  in
the physicality of the actors
ins ide  the  su i ts .  Th is
authenticity lends the film a
d o c u m e n t a r y - l i k e
credibility,  making  the
fantastic seem disturbingly
plausible.

Narrative Structure
and Thematic Depth

At its core, Gargoyles The
Movie 1972 is more than a
simple monster movie. The
narrative  operates  on

multiple  levels,  exploring
themes  of  faith,  science,
and  the  conflict  between
a n c i e n t  w i s d o m  a n d
modern  arrogance.  Dr.
Bo ley  represents  the
rationalist  perspective,
b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  a l l
p h e n o m e n a  c a n  b e
explained through empirical
investigation.  His  journey
forces him to confront the
limits  of  scientific
understanding  when  faced
w i t h  t h e  g e n u i n e l y
supernatural.  This  tension
b e t w e e n  b e l i e f  a n d
evidence  runs  throughout
the  film,  giving  it  a
philosophical  weight  that
rewards  repeated  viewing.

The  gargoyles  themselves
are  not  merely  predators
but  a  structured  society
with  their  own  hierarchy,
rituals,  and  goals.  The
Beast leads his brood with a
vision  of  reclaiming  the
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world that was once theirs,
positioning  them as  tragic
figures displaced by human
civilization.  This  nuance
prevents the creatures from
becoming  one-dimensional
villains,  adding  a  layer  of
complexity  to  the  horror.
The  audience  is  forced  to
question  who  the  true
monsters are: the gargoyles
fighting  for  survival,  or  the
humans  who  refuse  to
accept their existence.

The  film's  pacing  reflects
the television movie format
of  its  era,  allowing scenes
to  b rea the  and  bu i l d
atmosphere.  The  desert
s e t t i n g  b e c o m e s  a
character in itself,  its  vast
emptiness  amplifying  the
isolation  of  the  human
characters. Norton uses the
landscape to create a sense
of  impending  doom,  with
the  gargoyles  emerging
from  caves  and  canyons

like nightmares given flesh.
The climax,  set  within the
gargoyle lair, is a masterful
sequence  of  tension  and
release,  punctuated  by
moments  o f  genu ine
surprise  that  sti l l  hold
power  today.

Cast and
Performances

T h e  h u m a n  c a s t  o f
Gargoyles  The  Movie
1972  brings  a  grounded
sincerity  that  anchors  the
fantastic  elements.  Cornel
Wilde, a veteran actor and
d i r e c t o r  k n o w n  f o r
adventure  films,  brings
gravitas  to  Dr.  Mercer
Boley.  His  portrayal  of  a
m a n  w h o s e  e n t i r e
worldview  is  shattered  by
the existence of  gargoyles
is  both  convincing  and
poignant.  Wilde  was  no
s t range r  t o  su rv i va l
narratives,  having  both



acted  in  and  directed  films
like The Naked Prey, and he
brings  that  same intensity
to his role here.

Jennifer  Salt,  as  Diana
B o l e y ,  p r o v i d e s  t h e
emotional  core  of  the  film.
Her character evolves from
a supportive daughter to a
determined  survivor,  and
Salt's performance captures
this  transformation  with
subtlety.  Bernie  Casey,  as
the titular gargoyle leader,
de l ivers  a  phys ica l ly
commanding  performance
t h a t  t r a n s c e n d s  t h e
limitations  of  his  makeup.
H i s  v o i c e ,  d e e p  a n d
r e s o n a n t ,  l e n d s  t h e
creature  an  intelligence
that makes it all the more
terrifying.  The  supporting
cast, including Grayson Hall
and  Scott  Glenn  in  early
roles,  adds  depth  to  the
world of the film.

Cultural Impact and
Enduring Legacy

Over the decades since its
o r i g i n a l  b r o a d c a s t ,
Gargoyles  The  Movie
1972  has  accumulated  a
devoted  following.  Horror
enthusiasts  and  film
historians have championed
the movie as a hidden gem,
praising  its  ambit ious
effects,  atmospheric
direction,  and  surprisingly
sophisticated narrative. The
film  has  been  released  on
D V D  a n d  B l u - r a y ,
in t roduc ing  i t  to  new
generations of viewers who
a p p r e c i a t e  t h e
craftsmanship  of  pre-CGI
horror.  Its  influence  can  be
seen  in  later  works  that
blend folklore with creature
features, from The Relic to
Dog  So ld iers ,  and  i t s
reputation  has  only  grown
with time.
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The  film's  success  also
paved  the  way  for  other
television horror movies of
the  1970s,  demonstrating
that the small screen could
produce  work  of  genuine
artistic merit and scares. It
remains  a  benchmark  for
what  te levis ion  could
ach ieve  w i th  l im i ted
resources  but  abundant
creativity.  The  Emmy  win
for  makeup  validated  the
contributions  of  special
effects  artists  to  the
medium,  encouraging
networks to invest in more
ambitious productions.

For  fans  of  classic  horror,
Gargoyles  The  Movie
1972 represents a lost art
form:  the  television  movie
that  dared  to  be  different.
Its legacy endures not only
in  the  history  of  horror
cinema but in the careers of
those  who  worked  on  it.
Stan  Winston  went  on  to

become  one  of  the  most
celebrated  effects  artists  in
Hollywood, and his work on
this  film  remains  a
testament  to  his  early
genius. The film stands as a
reminder that great stories
can be told on any budget,
provided they are told with
passion and vision.

Production
Challenges and
Behind-the-Scenes
Stories

Like many productions of its
era, Gargoyles The Movie
1972  faced  significant
challenges  during  filming.
The  deser t  l ocat ions
required the cast and crew
t o  e n d u r e  e x t r e m e
temperatures  and  rugged
terrain,  conditions  that
added to the authenticity of
the survival  narrative.  The
gargoyle  su i ts ,  whi le
impressive,  were  hot  and



cumbersome for the actors,
requiring careful scheduling
to  prevent  exhaustion.
Bernie Casey, in particular,
spent hours in the makeup
chair each day, his patience
and  p ro fess iona l i sm
earning him the respect of
the crew. These behind-the-
s c e n e s  s t o r i e s  h a v e
become  part  of  the  film's
lore, adding to its mystique
among fans.

The  film's  success  was  not
immediate,  as  television
movies rarely received the
c r i t i ca l  a t t en t i on  o f
thea t r i ca l  r e l eases .
However,  through  repeat
broadcasts and home video
releases,  Gargoyles  The
Movie  1972  found  its
audience.  Its  reputation
grew  through  word  of
mouth among horror  fans,
w h o  c e l e b r a t e d  i t s
achievements  through
fanzines  and  midnight

screenings. This grassroots
appreciation  ensured  the
film's  survival  in  the
cultural memory, long after
many of its contemporaries
had been forgotten.

Why Gargoyles The
Movie 1972 Matters
Today

I n  a n  a g e  o f  e n d l e s s
c o n t e n t  a n d  d i g i t a l
spectacle,  Gargoyles The
Movie  1972  offers
something  increasingly
rare:  a  horror  film  that
trusts  i ts  audience  to
appreciate  atmosphere
over  jump  scares,  and
practical  effects  over
c o m p u t e r - g e n e r a t e d
imagery.  Its  patience,
i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  a n d
commitment to its premise
make  it  a  model  for  low-
budget  horror  filmmaking.
The  film  reminds  us  that
the most effective monsters
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are  those  we  can  almost
believe exist, their physical
presence on screen lending
credibility to the fantastic.

For  modern  viewers,  the
film  serves  as  a  time
capsule of 1970s television
aesthetics,  with  its  grainy
textures, deliberate pacing,
and  reliance  on  practical
effects. Yet it transcends its
era  through  the  timeless
power  of  its  story.  The
conflict  between  science
and  the  supernatural,  the
fear  of  what  lurks  in  the
unknown  corners  of  the
world, and the struggle for
survival  against  impossible
odds  are  themes  that
r e s o n a t e  a c r o s s
generations.  Gargoyles
The  Movie  1972  is  not
merely a historical curiosity
but a living work of art that
continues  to  entertain,
frighten,  and  inspire.

Conclusion

Gargoyles  The  Movie
1972  holds  a  unique  and
honorable  place  in  the
history of horror cinema. As
a  television  movie  that
dared to aim higher than its
budget, it achieved a level
of artistry that has earned it
lasting  respect.  The  film's
innovative  creature  effects,
intel l igent  script,  and
committed  performances
combine  to  create  an
experience  that  remains
potent  decades  later.  For
those  who  have  not  yet
discovered  this  hidden
gem, it offers a journey into
a  world  where  ancient
myths walk the earth, and
where  the  line  between
science and superstition is
terrifyingly  thin.  In  the
pantheon  of  great  horror
films,  Gargoyles  The
Movie  1972  deserves  its
place not as a footnote, but



as a landmark of television
horror  that  continues  to

cast a long shadow over the
genre.


