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' i lm directors who once stood helpless while studios recut their movies
: can now console themselves with "directors'cuts" put out on DVD. This

option was not available to the influential |apanese director Ishiro Honda, whose
1954 classic Godzilla - known in fapan as "Gojira" - made a household name of
the towering reptile who stomped a miniature Tokyo into the ground while rak-
ing the landscape with his fiery thermonuclear breath.

A fire-breathing repti le is pretty much the same in any language. But the
butchered version of the film that swept the world after release in the United States
was stripped of the polit ical subtext - and the anti-American, antinuclear nres-
sages - that had saturated the original. The uncut version of the fi lm is due out
on home video early next year, and should push serious Godzilla fans to rethink
the 5O-year evolution of the series. It should also show them that they were hood-
winked by the denatured Americanized version that dominated many of their
childhoods in the late 20th century. At the same time, Godzilla fans are on the edge
of their seats about a new film that should be released in the united states soon.

The original "Gojira" was never intended as a conventional monster-on-the-
loose movie. Nor did it resemble the farcical rubber-suit wrestl ing matches or the
domesticated movies (with Godzil la cast as a mammoth household pet) that the
series degenerated into during the 1960s and 70s.

As the historian wil l iam Tsutsui reminded us in last year's cult classic,
"Godzil la on My Mind," the 1954 movie was a dark, poetic production that dealt
openly with fapanese misgivings about the nuclear menace, environmental
degradation and the traumatic experience associated with World War II.

The nuclear annihilations of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were sti l l  fresh in
mind when the famous Toho company embarked on the "Gojira" project in
1954. But Japanese fear of nuclear catastrophe was given fresh impetus in the
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spring of that year, when the United States detonated a huge hydrogen bomb at

Bikini Atoll in the central Pacific. Japanese hshermen aboard a trarvler were
exposed to nuclear fallout. Japanese consumers panicked and declined to eat f ish
after irradiated turra was found to har.e slipped into the nation's fbod supply.

In tire hlm, the H-bonrb blast awakens :rnd irradiates a dinosaur that has
somehow escaped extinction. The repti le stricies ashore and begins his trademark
devastation of the Tokyo landscape. The nuclear antecedents were not at all lost
or.r Honda, a World War II veteran who passed through the bon-rbed-out city ol
Hiroshima and rvitnessed the damage firsthand. Honda later said that he envi-
sioned the fiery breath of Godzil la as a !vit\/ of "making rirdiation visible," and of'
showins the world that nuclear oower could never be tamed.

He also told an intervieu'er: "Believe it or not, rve naively hoped
of Godzil la was going to coincide with the end of nuclear testing."

That rvas clearly a tall ordcr for a monster nrovie. But Honda's mcssage never
had a chance because most of the lvorld never receivecl it. The Anre'ricirn companv
that bor"rght the rights to clistribute thc fi lrn irt this country cut a large chunk fiorn
Honda's original f i ln-r and rearranged the plot. The biggest change involved splic
ing in Raymond Burr, who played an American reporter chronicling the devasta-
tion fbr the p1955. I)ialogue that dealt heavily with human suffering, the moralitv
of all out wilr - ancl the tert.rptation to play God rvith weapons of mass destruc-
tion - rvas leti on the Anrerican cutting roorr f loor.

The cxclusicin of thc antinuclear therne in the American version is harcllv
surprising. t{ollpvood had litt le stomach fbr anti-American rhetoric during the
McCarthyite 1950s. But the An.rerican procluction of "Godzil la" that starreci
Matthew Broderick a half-ccntury later showcd that Hollywood did not under-
stand the monstet either.

The sleek, animated'Ar.nerican" Gocizil la somehow managed to be less scarl '
than the fapanese actor in the latex suit. Part of the problem is that the Americarr
Godzil la relied on stealth ancl cunning instead of the brute force displayed by thc
original. Some fans felt l ike walking out when the American Godzil la, confronted
by a military threat, turned and ran. The essence of Godzil la is that he keeps
stomping relc'ntlessly forward, uo nratter what you throw his way.

It is f itt ing, then, that the American Goclzil la is K.O.'ed by the real thing in the
28th and perhaps final installment, "Godzil la Final Wars," which should make it
into general release ir-r America sometime soon. It 's also fitt ing that the original
(loclzil la movie, which was dismembered a half-century ago in America, is f inally
being shown in i ts  fu l l  and uncut  form.

Exploring the Text

l .  An essential assumption of Brer.rt Staples's essav is the belief that popular culture
can conrmunicate an important message. How does he share that assumption with
the reader? What is the nressage of the original fapanese version of Godzil lo?
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z.Who is Staples's audience in addition to "serious Godzilla fans" (para. 2)? Does
Staples give the impression that he himself is a fan? How does he characterize the
serious fan?
In paragraph 10, Staples says, "The essence of Godzil la is that he keeps stomping
relentlessly forward, no matter what you throw his way." What might the American
Godzilla stand for?
Despite its serious subject, there is an undercurrent of humor in Staples's essay.
How does Staples create the mock serious tone? Cite specific passages. What effect
does it have on his messaqe?

5. In paragraph 10, Staples compares the American Godzil la to the original. What is
the effect of the imaees he creates for each one?
Staples's essay heralds both the rerelease of the original version of Godzilla and a
new American film version. Watch several versiclns of Godzilla, and then discuss
the ways they reflect the hopes and anxieties of the times in which they were n.rade.


