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INTRODUCTION

You may have never heard the word tokusatsu before, but we’re willing to bet you know more about it than you think. First, let’s talk etymology. Tokusatsu is the Japanese word for special effects. It is a contraction of tokushu, meaning special, and satsuei, or filming, and describes productions created primarily with just a simple camera. Used more broadly, tokusatsu refers to Japanese films and TV shows that are characterized by their special effects, resulting in a highly distinctive style. In the early days, special effects were achieved through costumes, makeup, miniature sets, and even explosives. Digital effects came into use later as technology advanced.

But does tokusatsu refer to any Japanese show that uses practical effects? There’s no real consensus. The word is thrown around more freely in Japan, whereas the West perceives it as a uniquely Japanese style of cinema with specific filming methods and ways of creating fantastical worlds.

Tokusatsu certainly has no end of material when it comes to its storytelling. If you’re looking to incorporate fantastical elements, science fiction, or over-the-top scenes into your film, tokusatsu is for you. As we will see, tokusatsu is distinct from yet complementary to the Western approach and a well-established part of Japan’s cinematic culture.

When did tokusatsu first begin? Well, a smattering of special effects can be seen in early Japanese cinema, back when everything was still new. A prime example is Jiraiya the Hero, a silent short film directed by Shōzō Makino in 1921, inspired by a character from the classic The Tale of the Gallant Jiraiya. The film contained adventures and battle sequences that showcased early Japanese special effects, including a hero that could teleport, fly, and even transform into a giant toad. Though crude, such visual tricks constituted the first foray into the art.

[image: A colorful illustration of a man in traditional attire standing beside a large frog with an open mouth.]
Jiraiya, an early tokusatsu hero.


Around the same time, Western films like The Lost World (1925) and King Kong (1933), celebrated at the time for their groundbreaking special effects, inspired an entire generation of Japanese filmmakers. For years, tokusatsu was influenced by Western productions, traditional Japanese tales, and even the large-scale battle scenes depicted in war propaganda films made during World War II.

However, to experience a more mature form of the art of special effects as we know it today, we must leap forward to 1954, the year of that most iconic cinematic figure, Godzilla.

[image: A colorful illustration of a retro-style movie theater with vibrant posters and people interacting in front.]
Western films also influenced Japanese films.







KAIJŪ
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We can’t talk about tokusatsu without mentioning aspects that are immediately recognizable even to the uninitiated. We’re talking about two major categories likely to ring a bell: giant monsters and Japanese superheroes.

We mentioned King Kong, and giant monsters have truly flourished in Japan, leaving an indelible mark on popular culture, first in Japan and then worldwide. Everyone has heard of Godzilla and its franchise thanks to its widespread popularity, the cult status of its films, and its numerous Western adaptations. But where did Godzilla come from? What fueled our fascination with gigantic creatures and stories featuring a massive, living threat terrorizing an entire country or even the world?

It all starts with something called kaijū, literally “strange beast” in Japanese. The word first appeared in the nineteenth century and initially referred to creatures from fantastical tales. Over time, and under the influence of Godzilla, the term has evolved to signify a monster, one that may or may not be strange but that is, above all, humongous.

Yet Godzilla was not the first-ever kaijū movie. In the 1930s, there were several films that could be considered forerunners to what would become a genre in its own right in 1954. One notable example was The Great Buddha Arrival in 1934, a precursor to the giant monster concept and considered Japan’s first cinematic attempt at it. The story is of a giant Buddha statue that comes to life. Although the film has been lost—the reel was reportedly destroyed during World War II—its legacy endures. In fact, without it, Godzilla may never have existed.

But the kaijū genre didn’t truly gain traction until twenty years later, during Japan’s period of economic, social, and cultural reconstruction. The American occupation of Japan ended in 1952, halting the monitoring and censorship of Japanese films and finally allowing Japanese cinema greater freedom and latitude. The result was films that would rival those made by the former occupier.

Following the wave of war films, monster movies grew more popular. The United States saw a rise in films of all kinds, featuring everything from humanoid creatures to giant monsters. Examples include the aquatic monster from Creature from the Black Lagoon (1954), the giant dinosaur from The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms (1953) that wreaks havoc upon a city, and the giant invading ants from Them! (1954). These films harken back to the genre’s origins, first inspired by King Kong (1933), and led to many imitators. The revival reinspired Japanese cinema in turn, prompting the legendary Toho studio to produce its own versions, led by the highly prolific Ishirō Honda. Thus, work began on Godzilla in 1954.

[image: Two giant monsters, a dragon and a dinosaur, face off in a cityscape while a person relaxes on a rooftop nearby.]
Japanese theaters were inundated with giant monsters.







GODZILLA, KING OF ALL MONSTERS
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ORIGIN STORY

The Godzilla project was originally conceived by Eiji Tsuburaya, Toho’s special effects director. The initial story involved an octopus and used stop-motion animation, similar to King Kong. However, the amount of work required to animate the octopus would have been overwhelming—seven years of work (and eight arms!). The studio sought an alternative instead that would allow the film to be completed in under six months.

The original idea was scrapped. To cut down on work time, the octopus was swapped out for a giant lizard (inspired by The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms), and instead of animating it, the team opted to use an actor in costume. The name Godzilla is an amalgamation of gorira (gorilla) and kujira (whale). The new approach involved a costumed actor stomping through miniature sets designed to be destroyed, emphasizing the monster’s destructive power.

[image: A picture of Ishirō Honda operating a film camera mounted on a tripod outdoors.]
Ishirō Honda, filmmaker and icon of the golden age of tokusatsu.


The production was ambitious for its time but was carried by a dramatic storyline reflecting lingering fears of war in Japan. Godzilla is depicted as a creature of legend that stalks a port city on the fictional island of Odo, but that turns out to be very real. The monster is awakened by nuclear fallout from bombing near the archipelago. The creature’s existence is hinted at and gradually confirmed as the story progresses, culminating in an attack on Tokyo. The city’s destruction is slow, terrifying, and inevitable, much like Godzilla itself—a metaphor for the fear of another nuclear catastrophe.

[image: A vintage movie poster for The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms, featuring a giant sea monster attacking a city.]
The monster and storyline of The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms were both largely based on Godzilla.


The filming process was challenging because the techniques being used were still brand-new. The character of Godzilla was played by Haruo Nakajima (1929–2017), who faced significant challenges due to the costume, which weighed over 220 pounds and was so hot it caused severe dehydration. It was also hard to maneuver amid the miniature sets. Despite these difficulties, Nakajima took the role extremely seriously. He developed a lifelike gait and gestures for Godzilla, even going so far as to visit a zoo to observe animals like elephants and bears for inspiration. Nakajima’s efforts established the foundations of the profession of “suit actor,” which refers to actors performing in costumes (specifically as monsters, and later as superheroes). More than mere stunt performers, suit actors bring life and personality to the creatures and superheroes they embody.

The film’s overt political message, its advanced cinematic techniques, and its remarkable six-month completion time all combined to turn Godzilla into the cornerstone of modern tokusatsu. Though inspired by successful Western productions, the film was refined and reinterpreted through the lens of Japanese culture.

Toho soon produced a sequel. Godzilla Raids Again was released on April 24, 1955, a mere six months after the original movie. This time, instead of Honda, the film was directed by Motoyoshi Oda, another Toho stalwart, with Eiji Tsuburaya once again leading the special effects. The sequel sought to differentiate itself by introducing a second Godzilla, who battles a new kaijū called Anguirus.

Despite the promise of a fresh formula, the sequel was far less successful than the original. Some scenes made an impact on audiences (the war-inspired imagery continued to resonate, for instance), but the second film lacked its predecessor’s powerful political message and the masterful direction that conveyed the weight and presence of massive monsters on-screen. It wasn’t exactly a box office flop in Japan, but there would be no further sequels for some time. Instead, year after year, Toho churned out other films with giant monsters, different storylines, and more special effects, demonstrating the studio’s growing mastery in the art. Finally, in 1962, Godzilla returned to theaters in a now-legendary showdown.

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of Godzilla holding and biting a train.]
One of Godzilla’s favorite hobbies is snacking on trains.



[image: A Japanese movie poster featuring Godzilla and another monster battling amidst a fiery cityscape.]
Japanese poster for the film Godzilla Raids Again, released in Japan in 1955 and in the United States in 1959.




[image: Godzilla stands amidst a cityscape, surrounded by military tanks and artillery.]
Godzilla (1954)





KAIJŪ TAKE OFF

In the early 1960s, Japan was in the midst of its “economic miracle,” an era of rapid postwar recovery and growth. Economic prosperity, industrialization, and a rising birthrate fueled a cultural rise in manga, television, and cinema.

On August 11, 1962, Toho released King Kong vs. Godzilla. The film became a symbol of that era of prosperity, pitting Japan’s iconic monster against the American cinematic legend of 1933. The film was originally intended to be made solely by the Americans, with King Kong battling a giant version of Frankenstein’s monster. However, due to complications (the prohibitive cost of stop-motion animation and production disagreements), the project was passed off to Toho in Japan. This sparked the idea of a face-off between the two legendary creatures. Toho was set to celebrate its thirtieth anniversary in 1962—the perfect opportunity to resurrect Godzilla, who had lain dormant since 1955. And what a triumphant return it was!

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a person in a dinosaur costume being startled by another person holding a bottle.]
At over 220 pounds, the Godzilla costume was exhausting to wear.


[image: A scene featuring two giant creatures, King Kong and Godzilla, battling near a traditional Japanese-style castle.]
King Kong vs. Godzilla (1962)


Directed by Ishirō Honda, the film adopted an unexpectedly humorous tone. The fear of nuclear devastation was pushed aside in favor of a critique of the burgeoning television industry and its marketing frenzy, all set against the backdrop of kaijū battles that tilted toward the comedic. The film was a smash success across Japan and remains a record-breaker in the franchise, drawing nine million viewers and cementing Toho’s commitment to Godzilla for the next fifteen years.

[image: A picture showing Eiji Tsuburaya in a hat and sunglasses interacting with two large monster figures representing Godzilla and King Kong.]
Special effects director Eiji Tsuburaya chatting with King Kong and Godzilla during filming.


Things moved quickly after that. The battle concept became a staple, with nearly each new installment featuring Godzilla fighting one or more new creatures. Among these were Mothra the giant moth, King Ghidorah the three-headed dragon, and the quirky Ebirah, a giant lobster.

But the franchise eventually fell victim to overexploitation. The tone of the movies grew lighter each year, eventually very nearly turning Godzilla into a children’s hero. In 1967, Godzilla even had a son, Minilla, in Son of Godzilla. As the monster lost its original edge, ticket sales dwindled, reflecting waning interest. By 1966, Godzilla faced serious competition as TV superheroes hit the scene. While superheroes gained steady popularity, achieving a golden age in the 1970s when TV ownership skyrocketed, the Godzilla franchise made numerous attempts to maintain its audience.

In 1971, Godzilla vs. Hedorah was released, reprising the original film’s darker themes by introducing a terrifying monster amid an environmental crisis. In 1973, Godzilla vs. Megalon introduced Jet Jaguar, a giant superhero-inspired robot. That same year, Godzilla even appeared in the TV superhero series Zone Fighter, lending a hand to the show’s heroes—a lighthearted but ultimately minor crossover.

The final two attempts to rejuvenate the franchise came in the form of a new, charismatic antagonist, Mechagodzilla, a robotic version of the king of kaijū. First introduced in 1974’s Godzilla vs. Mechagodzilla (directed by Jun Fukuda of Ebirah, Horror of the Deep fame in 1966), Mechagodzilla returned in Terror of Mechagodzilla (1975), with Ishirō Honda once again at the helm. The latter film presented Mechagodzilla as Godzilla’s new adversary, with additional kaijū joining the fray. The story attempted to blend tragedy and human drama, featuring aliens and a scientist’s daughter being used to control Mechagodzilla. Despite Honda’s polished direction, the two films failed to make much of a splash. Toho understood the message and retired Godzilla from the big screen for many years to come.




HEISEI: NEW BEGINNINGS

In the early 1980s, Japan was just emerging from a decade of prosperity, during which art forms such as tokusatsu and animation gained a firm foothold, fueled by a surge in TVs in Japanese households. Animation thrived the most, dominating the TV, film, and even VHS markets. In contrast, tokusatsu floundered somewhat in the face of such stiff competition, resulting in fewer shows and movies.

[image: A battle between two giant monsters, one resembling a scaly creature and the other a large, plant-like entity with a single eye.]
Godzilla battles smog monster Hedorah in the film Godzilla vs. Hedorah, released in Japan in 1971.


[image: A Japanese movie poster and promotional pictures featuring Mechagodzilla, Godzilla, and other kaiju.]
Stills and a Japanese poster for the film Godzilla vs. Mechagodzilla released in 1974.


By 1984, fans had waited nine years for a new Godzilla film to hit the big screen, this time titled simply Godzilla in Japanese. Their patience was rewarded with a reboot that reignited the franchise. The movie served as a direct sequel to the 1954 original, set thirty years later, and tackled themes tied to the end of the Cold War, reviving the franchise’s political relevance.

In terms of technology, the film achieved new heights. Director Kōji Hashimoto adjusted the relative scale of Godzilla and the cityscape. Skyscrapers towered over the monster to reflect Japan’s postwar economic and social boom. Traditional tokusatsu techniques were refined, and innovations like animatronics added new layers to the monster’s on-screen movements during close-ups.

Possibly to avoid repeating past missteps, producers took their time with the next film, Godzilla vs. Biollante, which premiered in 1989. The new installment shifted away from purely political narratives and adopted a more dreamlike tone, combining a story about a grieving father and his deceased daughter, psychic abilities, and a plant monster. Directed by Kazuki Ōmori, the ambitious movie introduced Biollante, Godzilla’s latest adversary. The new monster had tentacles, each controlled by cables like a puppet, and crocodile-like jaws manipulated by an actor in costume. The result was a success that breathed fresh life into the franchise as it entered a new decade.


[image: A movie poster featuring Godzilla, a giant reptilian creature, with explosions, fighter jets, and a cityscape.]
Japanese poster for the film The Return of Godzilla (Godzilla in Japanese), released in Japan in 1984.




Tokusatsu cinema began taking off and flourished in the 1990s. A new Godzilla film was released every year between 1991 and 1995. Together with the two previous films, they form what is called the Heisei era series (referring to Japan’s imperial period from 1989 to 2019). The seven-film narrative arc featured recurring characters, revived iconic monsters (King Ghidorah, Mothra, Rodan, and even a reimagined son of Godzilla), and explored colorful concepts such as time travel. It ended with a definitive conclusion to the series with Godzilla vs. Destoroyah (1995), Godzilla’s final battle with Destoroyah (whose origins date back to events in the 1954 film), thus wrapping up the storyline. The end was fitting and coincided with an agreement for an American adaptation of Godzilla by Roland Emmerich to be released in 1998.

Critics weren’t won over by the new version, however, though some enjoyed its criticism of the US military (portrayed dimly in the film) and nuclear testing and the depiction of the monster as a victim—a sharp turn away from the aggressive Japanese Godzilla. The drastically altered interpretation failed to resonate with many, especially Japanese audiences, prompting a new Japanese installment in 1999 to reclaim the franchise.

[image: A vibrant poster featuring Godzilla battling a monstrous plant-like creature, Biollante, with glowing colors.]
Japanese poster for the film Godzilla vs. Biollante (1989).


[image: A Japanese movie poster for Godzilla vs. Destoroyah, featuring Godzilla and a monstrous creature.]
Japanese poster for the film Godzilla vs. Destoroyah (1995).





THE 2000S: WHAT’S NEXT FOR GODZILLA?

Toho revived Godzilla in 1999 with a new six-film series, kicking off the Millennium era. Instead of throwing out the baby with the bathwater, it took a simple but unconventional approach by making each film a standalone sequel to the 1954 original. Each had a different storyline—unlike the films of the Heisei era—and featured a new set of adversaries and new political themes adapted to contemporary contexts. Together, they provided a fresh take on the franchise, forming a new cornerstone forty-five years later.

Godzilla, Mothra and King Ghidorah: Giant Monsters All-Out Attack (2001; often abbreviated as GMK), directed by Shūsuke Kaneko, reimagined the same Godzilla as a mystical being animated by the spirits of those killed by Japan during World War II—reminders of a dark episode of Japan’s history. This iteration of Godzilla faces off once again with Baragon, Mothra, and King Ghidorah, who embody Earth’s three guardian deities.

Meanwhile, Godzilla Against Mechagodzilla (2002) and Godzilla: Tokyo S.O.S. (2003) formed a loose trilogy together with the 1954 original. This time, a modern Mechagodzilla is built on the skeleton of the first Godzilla to combat a newly emerged version of a monster named Kiryu. The series made Godzilla the enemy once more while also exploring the differences between the old and new Mechagodzillas.

The era ended with a bang. Godzilla: Final Wars was released in 2004 in honor of the franchise’s fiftieth anniversary. Directed by Ryūhei Kitamura, the film encapsulated Godzilla’s complete history in a single film, incorporating elements from its black-and-white beginnings, the vibrant 1960s, and the more serious tones of the 1980s and 1990s, alongside American influences. From storylines to characters, this grand tribute to a half-century of kaijū and science fiction had it all.

Godzilla: Final Wars received mixed reviews. Audiences loved the parade of monsters and nods to the franchise as a whole, as well as to other Toho films. However, many derided the absurd plot, with its over-the-top direction and occasionally intentionally silly tone, which turned the film into a different kind of experience.

[image: A promotional poster for the movie Godzilla: Final Wars, featuring Godzilla and various monsters.]
Album cover for the soundtrack to the film Godzilla: Final Wars (2004).


Unfortunately, even Japanese audiences were underwhelmed, and the colossal budget could not be recouped due to a resounding flop at the box office. This raised the question of whether kaijū films had run their course. It was a fair question, given the rising dominance of American films and years of repeating the same formula of giant monsters and tokusatsu techniques.

Traditional kaijū films waned after 2004. They were seen more often in TV superhero series, which were popular at the time, or indirectly in parodies of the genre. With increasing competition from television, kaijū movies no longer seemed so essential. Godzilla: Final Wars may have revealed a sense of fatigue among Japanese audiences, who were turning toward big-budget American blockbusters. In any case, the film ensured that the franchise would be put on hiatus for the next twelve years.




RENAISSANCE

Like the 1954 film, Shin Godzilla was released amid the aftermath of a major disaster: the 2011 tsunami that struck Japan, crippling the Fukushima nuclear power plant and stirring controversy over the government’s handling of the whole crisis. The film depicted a creature arriving in Tokyo Bay, initially in a crude, crawling form that gradually evolved into a towering titan that walked upright. Anno used the monster’s threat as a metaphor to criticize the Japanese government’s shortcomings, including its aging officials and their inability to make proactive decisions, resulting in disastrous crisis management. The biting political commentary made Shin Godzilla a particularly bold and successful film.

[image: A streeTView of Toho Studios in Japan, featuring a directional sign and modern buildings surrounded by trees.]
Entrance to Toho Studios in Tokyo.


This resurgence also gave the franchise an opportunity to update its visuals. Monster suits were retired in favor of fully digital effects. The techniques may have evolved, but the legacy remained intact. Godzilla continued to be animated by a performer, though now using motion capture, a technology that translates an actor’s movements into 3D space through sensors attached to the body. The monster’s movements were crafted by Mansai Nomura, a renowned actor of kyōgen, a traditional Japanese theatrical art form that has historically influenced the way suit actors move. Thus, in a way, tokusatsu returned to its roots.

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a person in a motion-capture suit performing actions with two cameras while another person operates a laptop nearby.]
Motion capture became a more common way to animate giant monsters.


There were still a few scenes that used scale models, but most things were done digitally. The new methods allowed for striking visuals, delivering numerous innovative, memorable scenes for the franchise. An immense critical and commercial success, the film restored Godzilla’s image in the cinematic landscape.

As the franchise expanded in the United States (most recently with Godzilla x Kong: The New Empire in April 2024), Godzilla also ventured into animation. In 2017 and 2018, three animated films premiered in theaters before being distributed globally via Netflix. Additionally, one animated series, Godzilla Singular Point, was released in 2021.

But the crowning achievement of the revival was Godzilla’s return to live-action cinema in Japan with Godzilla Minus One in 2023. Directed by Takashi Yamazaki, the film diverged from recent productions. It was neither a sequel nor a remake, but instead offered a dive into postwar Japan in the late 1940s. The idea was to delve further than the 1954 original, depicting a still-crippled Japan struggling to rebuild while also facing the arrival of the creature.

[image: Godzilla stands in a city, holding a train in its mouth and hand, with buildings and destruction around it.]
Still from the 1954 film Godzilla.


[image: A small boat is pursued by Godzilla, who has a spiked, reptilian appearance, and is emerging from the water.]
Special effects advanced by leaps and bounds between 1954 and 2023. Still from Godzilla Minus One (2023).



[image: Two movie posters featuring Godzilla and King Kong.]
Godzilla allies with King Kong in Godzilla x Kong: The New Empire (2023), an American spin-off.


[image: A Japanese movie poster featuring Godzilla, shown with a grotesque, textured body and accents.]
Godzilla, more terrifying than ever, in Shin Godzilla (2016).




This return to the franchise’s roots proved exceptionally successful and emotionally resonant, leaving a lasting impression. In March 2024, Godzilla Minus One won the prestigious Oscar for Best Visual Effects to the surprise of all—including Yamazaki’s technical team. Despite its limited global release, the film achieved widespread success, reaffirming the franchise’s enduring vitality.

Godzilla is still being reinvented seventy years later, demonstrating through multiple art forms that the creature continues to captivate audiences and influence global cinema. However, Godzilla is not the only movie monster out there. Over the years, it has shared the spotlight with a number of rivals.









ZOOM MONSTER COSTUMES



BRINGING KAIJŪ TO LIFE

The first challenge of crafting a physical kaijū is translating the initial design into a real-life, maneuverable object, sometimes even a giant puppet. First, the costume must be designed with the actor in mind. Measurements are taken, body proportions assessed, and parts of the costume are molded directly onto the actor, allowing the team to anticipate weight and movement constraints.

Next are the cosmetic aspects: skin texture, color, and additional features such as dorsal spines, wings, a tail, and, of course, the head. The molding stage is followed by sculpting, a specialty of Keizō Murase, an instrumental figure in monster costume design. Sculpting demands rigor and precision to make the costume believable, durable, and safe. In Japan, all these crafts are grouped under the term zōkei, which originally referred to the molding stage but now encompasses the entire process of fabricating monsters, superheroes, and other tokusatsu creatures.

But what would a stunning costume be without a convincing performance? Haruo Nakajima broke new ground as the world’s first suit actor with Godzilla, and many others have since refined the craft. Over time, the costumes have become better designed, but they remain challenging to perform in. Vision, for example, has always been limited and continues to be so. Any trick to help actors navigate is welcome. Some costumes feature discreet holes in the monster’s neck or even in the back of the throat to provide a small line of sight.

Bringing a kaijū to life also involves adopting improbable positions in bizarre situations. Playing a four-legged monster like Baragon or Anguirus might look amusing from the outside, but it’s a difficult performance, especially given the actor’s limited vision. Things grow even stranger with superhero kaijū, such as Pestar, the alien from Ultraman whose costume was so massive it required two suit actors.

[image: A behind-the-scenes illustration of two men, Haruo Nakajima in a textured monster costume, having a conversation on a sandy outdoor set.]
Haruo Nakajima, the suit actor who played Godzilla from 1954 to 1972.


[image: Behind-the-scenes pictures of a person interacting with creature props and costumes on a film set, showcasing practical effects and costume design.]


[image: A stylized illustration of a Keizō Murase wearing a hat, glasses, and a light suit against a colored circular background.]

KEIZŌ MURASE (1935–2024)

As a costume designer, Keizō Murase played a key technical role in tokusatsu, transforming monster designs into costumes that actors could actually wear. He began his career at Toho, working on productions like Varan the Unbelievable (1958) before helping create iconic kaijū such as Mothra and King Ghidorah and even working for rival studios on characters like Gamera and Daimajin. Eventually, as he gained experience, Murase struck out on his own, founding several special effects studios (Ex Productions and Twenty). He passed away in 2024 at the age of eighty-nine.




[image: A colorful digital illustration of Yūmi Kameyama with short hair, wearing a shirt, set against colored background with a rainbow-colored border.]

YŪMI KAMEYAMA (B. 1970)

Yūmi Kameyama is the first woman ever to play a kaijū. After spending years as a dancer, she transitioned to acting and eventually became a stunt performer. She was cast in Gamera: Guardian of the Universe (1995) as Gyaos, the winged antagonist of Gamera the giant turtle, becoming a trailblazer in the field. Other women actors followed, including Rie Ōta, who played Baragon in 2001 in Godzilla, Mothra and King Ghidorah: Giant Monsters All-Out Attack.












RODAN, MOTHRA & GAMERA: GODZILLA’S FRIENDS & FOES
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THE GOLDEN AGE OF GIANT MONSTERS

The success of Godzilla in 1954 didn’t immediately drive Toho to produce numerous films centered on its flagship creature, but it did serve as the springboard for an entire genre: the giant monster movie.

Among the most notable films of the 1950s was Sora no Daikaijū Radon (1956), known simply as Rodan to international audiences, in which a species of giant Pteranodon emerges from the depths of a mine in a small Japanese village. The film remains impressive today, showcasing meticulously detailed scenes of destruction. With kaijū capable of leveling entire cities with a single wingbeat, it’s no surprise that the visual effects were the work of Eiji Tsuburaya. Beyond its spectacle and occasional horror-like atmosphere, Rodan was a critique of rural Japanese society. Rodan is killed at the end, begging a question that would recur time and again in the genre: Who is the real monster here?

Rodan was a pioneer in its time, but the creature would never headline another film. Under Toho, Rodan crossed over into Godzilla’s universe in 1964 in Ghidorah, the Three-Headed Monster and alternated between being Godzilla’s enemy, rival, and ally. More recently, Rodan was reinterpreted in Godzilla: King of the Monsters (2019), as well as in the animated Godzilla Singular Point (2021).

[image: A vintage Japanese movie poster featuring a battle between Frankenstein and a giant monster, with bold text.]
Japanese poster for the film Frankenstein vs. Baragon (1965).


[image: A Japanese movie poster featuring bold text and a collage of science fiction imagery.]
Japanese poster for the film The X From Outer Space (1967).


The 1960s ushered in a kaijū boom in Japanese cinema, fueled by the success of King Kong vs. Godzilla (1962). The genre exploded with creative variety. Dogora (1964) was equal parts heist film (involving the theft of precious jewels) and kaijū movie, complete with a giant space jellyfish who becomes caught up in the affair.

Frankenstein vs. Baragon (1965), or Frankenstein Conquers the World in the United States, offered a darker tone, reimagining Frankenstein’s creature as an indestructible, living heart that is brought to Hiroshima by the Japanese shortly before the nuclear bombing. Fifteen years later, a strange, deformed boy is found on the streets, taken in, and studied. He becomes increasingly strange and monstrous as he grows, turning into a giant. Cast off by his family, he flees humans in fear. His journey ends in a battle against Baragon, a subterranean kaijū. A sequel followed in 1966, The War of the Gargantuas, featuring two new giant creatures who appear after the death of Frankenstein’s monster. The one raised by humans is docile and peaceful, whereas the other, who raised himself, is wild and violent by nature. Thanks to humans and their actions, the two end up facing off.

[image: A colorful illustration of a person painting miniature buildings in a whimsical town setting.]
The proliferation of monster movies created demand for miniature sets.


At the time, every studio wanted its own giant monster. Nikkatsu produced Monster from a Prehistoric Planet, titled internationally as Gappa: The Triphibian Monster (1967). The name was an attempt to capitalize on the success of Godzilla, but Gappa was midway between an atomic dinosaur and a giant bird, and the plot revolved around kaijū parents searching for their child.

The X From Outer Space (1967) was a different style of film, a pure product of the kind of science fiction that was popular at the time. In the film, a space expedition to Mars brings back a strange substance that transforms into a giant destructive monster before scientists find a way to defeat it.

As the genre waned in the early 1970s, some studios resorted to trying anything and everything. Tsuburaya Productions, normally a television studio, branched out with Daigoro vs. Goliath, which debuted in 1972 with a rather unusual concept. Judge for yourself: Daigoro is a young kaijū taken in by humans after his mother was killed by the military. His diet becomes difficult for his adoptive family to manage, as they must provide him with ever-increasing amounts of food. The town’s mayor eventually tries to get rid of him, sparking conflict between the monster’s supporters and detractors when, to top it all off, another monster appears.

Daigoro vs. Goliath is the culmination of the kaijū genre. Daigoro’s design is both endearing and off-putting. He behaves like a child, and the battles—ridiculous even for the time—only add to the absurdity. Then there’s the giant toilet the humans build for Daigoro! The film is a delightful oddity that tries to appeal to young audiences at any cost, but it’s still worth a gander for its quirky charm.
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