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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION
In 1954 Warner Brothers released Them!, one of the first 

“atomic monster” movies, and the studio’s biggest money-
maker for the year. It also touched off a whole new film 
genre, with giant monsters popping up in the theaters with 
some regularity. Soon, movie-goers would be treated to 
gigantic spiders, scorpions, praying mantises, and immense 
radioactive dinosaurs awoken from epoch-long sleeps in 
polar ice. To top off this trend, 1956 saw the American 
release of Godzilla, King of the Monsters!, which introduced 
the world to 150 feet of prehistoric fury who flattened cities, 
armies, and anything else in his path with blasts of “Atomic 
Breath.”

To our modern eyes, many of these films seem to be 
utterly cheesy, filled with strong-jawed military men who 
are doomed to fail in their battle against the giant monsters; 
pretty lab assistants, who always seem to be perfectly made 
up, and always fall when running from the atomic menace; 
and the true hero of the film -- the lab coated scientist, who 
usually figures out what the monster is and how to best 
destroy it. Along the way we’re treated to often laughable 
special effects, wooden acting, and if we’re lucky, scenes of 
the monster in question rampaging through a model city, 
wreaking havoc on a grand scale.

Of course, one needs to remember when these films were 
made. Them!, for example, might be considered a parable 
about communism mixed with a warning about the dangers 
of unregulated atomic experimentation. Godzilla, on the 
other hand, was meant from the start to be an allegory 
about the threat of nuclear warfare, inspired by director 
Ishiro Honda’s memories of the atomic bombings of Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki. Of course, not every movie had a 
deeper message, and with the popularity of films like Them!, 
Godzilla, and The Beast From 20,000 Fathoms, other 
studios were quick to try and cash in on the giant monster 
craze, leading to some rather questionable efforts in the 
years to follow, such as The Giant Gila Monster, The Black 
Scorpion, and The Killer Shrews.

This article look at the giant atomic monster genre, 
concentrating mostly on the output of Hollywood, as the 
Japanese kaiju (“mysterious creature”) films are a genre all 
to themselves. Within the following paragraphs you’ll find 
suggestions on how to design and develop your giant atomic 
monster, starting with its basic origins, then discussing the 
creature’s weapons, and ending with an examination of ways 
for the Player Characters to eventually destroy it. Several 
sample giant atomic monsters will finish the article, as well 
as some further resources for your reading and viewing 
enjoyment.

The Science of Atomic Monsters
Before we get started, let’s take a moment to consider 

exactly how an atomic monster works. Is it possible to 
have a creature that’s hundreds of feet long, invulnerable 
to bombs and guns, and able to survive untold millennia 
encased in ice? Simply put: No.

The average atomic monster is the perfect example of 
“rubber science.” While many elements of the monster may 
be based on fact (okay, some of the elements), much of it is 
pure fallacy, clothed in just enough technobabble to sound 
good. Stating the monster is a relic from the age of the dino-
saurs usually helps account for its size, having it frozen alive 
in ice lets it be millions of years old, and gaps in the fossil 
record explain why we’ve never seen something like this 
before. As for the fire breath? Oh, that’s easy….

Radiation Explains Everything!
That’s right, radiation. The 1950s was the Atomic Age, 

and atomic power was the way of the future. Thus, atomic 
radiation became the answer to any problem. Radiation 
made things grow into monsters, but could also destroy said 
monsters. Radioactive isotopes could be used to create all 
sorts of serums, some of which would create horrid muta-
tions, or cure them. Harnessing certain forms of radiation 
allowed man to create death rays, propulsion systems for 
aircraft and space ships, shrink rays, enlarging rays, medical 
scanners, and whatever else a Hollywood writer could 
dream up. So when the time comes to unleash an atomic 
monster on the heroes, don’t bother thinking too deeply 
about how the creature got the way it did. Simply announce 
‘it’s radioactive’ and you’re all set.

With a purposeful grimace and a terrible sound
He pulls the spitting high-tension wires down
Helpless people on a subway train
Scream bug-eyed as he looks in on them
He picks up a bus and he throws it back down
As he wades through the buildings toward the center of town

- Godzilla, Blue Öyster Cult

Up from the depths
Thirty stories high
Breathing fire
His head in the sky!
Godzilla!
Godzilla!
Godzilla!

- Theme to The Godzilla Power HourSam
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PART ONE: IT CAME FROM 
BENEATH THE SEA

Where Does The Beast Come From?
Although radiation might explain why your atomic beast 

is 200 feet long and breathes fire, you still need to decide 
what your beast is. And to do that, you first need to decide 
where the beast comes from. Did it rise up out of the sea? 
Did it crawl in from the trackless desert? Was it found 
frozen in Arctic ice? Or did it fall to Earth from the depths 
of outer space? All of these are valid origins, and selecting 
one will help you decide what your beast actually is and 
what it can do.

Some Sample Places of Origin
Desert: If your beast crawled in from the desert, it is prob-
ably some sort of mutated desert-dweller. Insects and 
reptiles are popular, as seen in the films The Black Scor-
pion, The Giant Gila Monster, Tarantula, and Them!. Since 
substantial portions of many deserts have rarely been visited 
by people, you can even have totally new creatures appear, 
such as the burrowing monsters featured in Tremors. The 
origins of many desert creatures tend to relate to the atomic 
bomb tests of the 1950s (or these days, the storage of radio-
active or toxic waste).

Ocean: Even today, we know more about the far side of 
the Moon than we do the ocean bottom, and the deeper 
we dive, the stranger the life forms we find. Humanity has 
long hypothesized the existence of “living fossils” at the 
bottom of the ocean and real-world discoveries have given 
some support for this idea. Hollywood loves to throw such 
things at the audience, and many of the classic atomic 
monsters from the 50s were aquatic dinosaurs of one sort 
or another. Godzilla came from the ocean bottom, while 
The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms was released from Arctic 
ice and swam south to New York City. Of course, the one 
problem with water monsters is how to make them a threat 
to land-dwellers. Most of the time, this is solved by making 
the creature amphibious (such as with The Giant Behemoth 
and Reptillicus), but as the six-armed octopus proved in It 
Came from Beneath the Sea, make anything big enough and 
it’ll still prove a threat to those who thought themselves save 
on dry land.

Ocean monsters tend to have one of two origins: the 
bottom of the ocean, or frozen in polar ice. In either case, 
the testing of bombs (usually atomic bombs) is often what 
sets the creature free on its rampage.
Outer Space: The arrival of a creature from outer space 
is usually announced by the sight of a meteor streaking 
though the sky. One earthshaking crater-making explo-
sion later, and a strange alien monstrosity is free to wreak 
untold harm on the world. The monster from outer space 
is probably the GM’s best friend. It can be anything they 
wants, such as massive, semi-mobile crystals (The Mono-
lith Monsters), a huge mass of protoplasm (The Blob), or 
an ever-growing lizard-like humanoid (20 Million Miles to 
Earth). Better yet, as an alien, the creature doesn’t have to 
conform to terrestrial eating or breeding habits, and can 
be a source of constant surprises for the PCs. Fortunately, 
this alien nature also works in the heroes’s favor, as there is 
usually one common Earth substance that is instantly lethal 
to the visiting extraterrestrial.
Underground: The creature from the depths of the earth 
is a lot like the creature from the depths of the ocean. It is 
often a living fossil, unchanged in form or function since 
it was trapped in its subterranean prison millennia ago. 
Either that or it’s been frozen in some strange form of stasis 
until human (or nature’s) actions release it. Dinosaurs are 
a favorite candidate for the creature in question, although 
giant insects and arthropods are a close second. The huge 
size of the creature can be explained either though immense 
life spans (the creature never stops growing), or the interac-
tion of strange radioactive vapors. Earthquakes and volca-
noes are often the cause of the creature’s release, although 
bomb testing also works (with the bombs causing the afore-
mentioned earthquake or volcano). Oh, and don’t forget the 
ever-popular mining accident.

KAIJU?KAIJU?
Kaiju is a Japanese word meaning “mysterious 
creature” or “weird beast.” It describes creatures 
appearing in live-action tokusatsu (“special 
effects”) films (such as Kamen Rider or Ultraman). 
Western viewers are usually more familiar with 
the daikaiju (“big monsters”), such as Godzilla 
and Gamera. While nominally modeled after 
real-world animals, many kaiju (and especially 
daikaiju) are utterly bizarre in appearance and 
behavior. Usually hundreds of feet high (or 
long) and weighing tens of thousands of tons, 
daikaiju are immensely strong and powerful, 
nigh invulnerable (except to each other), and 
equipped with a variety of weapons. Fiery breath, 
laser-beam eyes, buzz saws for hands, blasts of 
wind, bolts of electricity — daikaiju have used 
these attack forms and more. When creating your 
own daikaiju feel free to give it just about any sort 
of attack you can think of; odds are someone in 
Japan has already designed one just like it.
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