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INTRODUCTION

In its attempts to broaden our appreciation of ourselves and the world around us, science fiction is a genre that removes the boundaries of the conventional. In doing so, it creates an allure that is two-fold: On the one hand, it allows itself to create surface-level dynamics, mostly in the form of visuals, that only the horror and fantasy genres are prepared to approach. On the other hand, by reaching beyond the realm of modern possibility, science fiction is able to raise questions that non-genre works are rarely able to consider. When either one of these explorative abilities is used properly, the result is a work that is fun or intriguing. In the cases in which both of these attributes, the superficial and the substantial, are present, the genre reaches art’s highest calling in ways that, though at times surpassed, are always unique.

Looking at cinema specifically, the 1950s will no doubt go down as the heyday of science fiction. However, the genre seems to have experienced a renewed public perception throughout roughly the latter half of the past decade. This is revealed through, along with a general feeling of heightened preference for science fiction within the pop culture community, a cursory analysis of factors such as record attendee numbers at sci-fi-heavy conventions like San Diego Comic Con, greater recent acceptance by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, and, for better or worse, the increased number of blockbuster films that are being made within the genre. Regardless of the reasons behind this revitalization, it indeed seems that recent years have seen a growing public interest in science fiction.

During what is hopefully still the beginning of this revitalization of the genre, Sci-Fi Movie Freak is here for two types of reader. For newcomers to science fiction, it is meant to serve as an introduction to sci-fi cinema’s many high points (as well as a few of its lowest) and to briefly identify some of the reasons these works are so great or otherwise important. For the established science fiction fan, the book’s goal is to add to the discourse of why we love these movies so much. The films included in this book are not all necessarily science fiction’s best; rather, they are a mixture of the genre’s best, most important, most influential, and, in a brief final chapter, endearingly worst. Sci-Fi Movie Freak’s goal can be summed up thusly: to celebrate science fiction cinema.

The movies in the book are divided into five chapters: Best of the Best, Vital Viewing, Further Essentials, Lesser-Known Gems, and The Failures. Within each chapter, movies are listed chronologically. Some movies also have icons related to the author’s Top 10 lists starting on P. 222 and which denote the following:


	[image: Figure]	Movies with a red star are included in the author’s Top 10.

	[image: Figure]	Movies with a gold star are included in the American Film Institute’s Top 10 science-fiction films.

	[image: Figure]	Movies with a dollar sign are Box-Office blockbusters that earned at least $200 million.

	[image: Figure]	A camera denotes a movie directed by one of the author’s Top 10 directors.

	[image: Figure]	A female silhouette denotes a movie with one of the author’s Top 10 female characters.

	[image: Figure]	A robot head denotes a movie with one of the author’s Top 10 robots.

	[image: Figure]	A Darth Vader mask denotes a movie with one of the author’s Top 10 villains.




WHAT IS

SCIENCE FICTION?

Attempting to define any genre in absolute terms is a dangerous, if not futile, pursuit, as there always seem to be works that fall outside of definition yet feel perfectly fitting for a given categorization. Then there are fringe works that fall into subjective areas of the definition, leaving them straddling the line. The criteria for determining what films could be included in this book, therefore, are not definitive; rather, they serve only as guidelines.

With this approach to “defining” science fiction, the criteria are relatively simple and slightly fluid. For our purposes, in order for a film to be considered science fiction, it must utilize, in a way that significantly affects the film’s style or substance and with respect to the time the film was made, at least one of the following elements:

• A technology that mankind is not currently capable of creating

• A scientific process that mankind is not currently capable of carrying out

• A scientific phenomenon that mankind has never witnessed, encountered, or experienced

• A scientific finding that mankind has not discovered

• The setting of a future society that is significantly different from our own

Broadly speaking, though there is some room for subjectivity here (particularly with the use of the term “significantly,” as well as what exactly constitutes a “phenomenon”), at least one of these criteria should apply to each film included in Sci-Fi Movie Freak. (Note that, according to this definition, “science fiction” is not synonymous with “fantasy.”)

Two opposite examples of films that fall near the border of these guidelines are Sunshine and Ghostbusters. Though Sunshine involves a crew of astronauts coming into unprecedentedly close proximity with the sun, Dr. Brian Cox, consulting physicist for the film’s writing team, has stated that we are actually currently capable of constructing a vessel that could come quite close to the sun without burning up, should we ever need to build such a thing. Still, it is not something we have ever attempted, and the phenomenon that spurs the action of the film (the sun dying) is one that we have not experienced, thus it is included in Sci-Fi Movie Freak. Ghostbusters is an example of a borderline movie that does not quite fit our classification. With its many ghost entrapment and ghost elimination devices, there is a fair dose of science infused with some of the film’s elements, but these items ultimately serve as mere plot devices for dealing with the exclusively supernatural and fantastical threats faced by the characters. Thus, any of these elements that could be considered sci-fi-esque in themselves have no significant bearing on the story and thus do not necessitate a sci-fi classification.

Finally, there is a frequently held sentiment, for whatever reason, that the science fiction and horror genres (as well as, presumably, others, such as comedy) are mutually exclusive – that for a film to be one means it cannot also be the other. There is no reason this should be considered the case. The terms “horror” and “science fiction” are merely means of identifying the types of content contained within the film (or whatever literary medium is being discussed). If a film contains elements of both, therefore, it simply falls within both genres. There’s no reason that Alien, for instance, should be considered only horror, with its deep-space setting, alien life form, and themes of extra-terrestrial life and artificial intelligence. Likewise, it should never be considered purely science fiction when it is phenomenally effective at scaring its audiences. In this book, such films as these are generally termed “sci-fi/horror” films. This term is not used to say that the movie being discussed could be considered either science fiction or horror but to denote that it should be considered both simultaneously, with no crisis of identity.
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Alien, with its setting in deep space and alien monster, falls within both the science fiction and horror genres. See more on P. 38.
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In this promotional shot from the 1933 classic King Kong, Kong is depicted against the New York skyline and holding Fay Wray.

RKO Radio Pictures/Heritage Auctions


CHAPTER 1

BEST OF THE BEST

We start with the best of the best. These are the films that stand out not just as great but as borderline perfect. Each special in its own way, these “Best of the Best” are masterworks that were written, filmed, and polished so carefully that the filmmakers seemed to be channeling some pure understanding of the art.

It is difficult to break down the areas in which these particular films excel. Some of them do one thing unimaginably well. In other cases, it seems like every element of the film contributes to its mastery. If there is a commonality among these movies, it is the profuse care that went into their making. These are unmistakable works of love.

Movies like 2001: A Space Odyssey and Blade Runner combine provocative storytelling with unmatched visuals and music. Frankenstein and Bride of Frankenstein inject a rendition of a classic story with great acting, stunning sets and makeup, and an expressionism that constantly fuels the emotions at play. Alien is like The Birds of science fiction, instilling fear through a combination of measured pacing, claustrophobic atmosphere, and startling images. Then there are movies like Metropolis (1927) and E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial, which focus on one element. Metropolis contains such strong visuals that it could almost exist without a story at all. E.T. is a simple story about love and friendship, but it’s told in such an earnest and endearing manner that it can move viewers to tears.

Though not nearly all technical wonders can be considered masterpieces, this chapter does contain a handful of such films, elevated beyond the status of “groundbreaking” by not only pushing filmmaking technology but by combining advancements in that technology with superb storytelling. Star Wars is the chief example here, as it ushered in technology that made various special effects possible for the first time ever and at the same time enhanced the kinetics of perhaps the most exciting coming-of-age tale of modern time. King Kong, though surpassed by Star Wars in both its story and effects breakthroughs, achieves masterwork status by utilizing special effects techniques that were new and shockingly realistic (not to mention painstakingly labor-intensive), in order to create a story that essentially becomes a fable of capitalism.

These are the movies we feel compelled to revisit even if we can’t initially pinpoint their allure. Upon one’s first viewing, 2001 and Blade Runner can remain enigmatic and obscure. Others, like Star Wars, are so viscerally entertaining that the attraction is obvious. But they are all alike in that they demand to be watched repeatedly, either because of layers of meaning that are revealed upon subsequent viewings or because of a sheer beauty that we can’t ignore (and sometimes both). These are the movies that make us proud to be fans of the genre.

[image: Figure]

Han Solo (Harrison Ford), with his co-pilot Wookiee Chewbacca (Peter Mayhew), becomes a reluctant hero in Star Wars. LucasFilm/20th Century Fox/Heritage Auctions

Metropolis

YEAR 1927

COUNTRY Germany

RUNTIME 2 hrs. 33 min.

RATED Not Rated; mild adult content

DIRECTED BY Fritz Lang

WRITTEN BY Thea von Harbou

STARRING Gustav Fröhlich, Brigitte Helm, Rudolf Klein-Rogge, Alfred Abel

SIMILAR SCI-FI Blade Runner, Metropolis (2001), Woman in the Moon



Metropolis is best approached as you would a painting. Don’t follow it for an engaging plot. View it as a particular artist’s vision of the world. In a somewhat generic story of class repression, director Fritz Lang’s visuals convey such a sense of urgency and desperation that the work cannot be ignored. The world’s first sci-fi epic, and at the time the most expensive film ever made, Metropolis stands as a monument of imagistic filmmaking.

In a future city called Metropolis, the rich live in obscenely tall skyscrapers and spend their days playing and conducting business while the poor live in a destitute underground society, laboring ten hours a day over the machines that keep the upper class rich. The plot centers on a Metropolis autocrat’s son, Freder (Gustav Fröhlich), who experiences a spiritual awakening and sets out to become the savior of the working class. Unfortunately, his father and a mad scientist are equally determined to see that Freder fails, and they have a robot disguised as a religious leader to help them achieve their goal. It may sound like a high-school-caliber plot, but the film’s merits far outweigh its shortcomings.

[image: Figure]

Metropolis autocrat Joh Frederson (Alfred Abel), right, consults with his former friend and now rival C.A. Rotwang (Rudolph Klein-Rogge), a brilliant but mad inventor, about some mysterious papers found. At left is Rotwang’s greatest achievement, the Machine-Man. UFA/Heritage Auctions



“BETWEEN THE MIND THAT PLANS AND THE HANDS THAT BUILD THERE MUST BE A MEDIATOR, AND THIS MUST BE THE HEART.” -MARIA



Metropolis has some of the most unforgettable images of any movie, and they work to convey Lang’s fears of classist society. One of the film’s earliest shots is of a shift-change, in which we see groups of workers entering and leaving a factory in unison, with a pace and demeanor with which you would expect one to walk to his death. Soon after, we see the inside of one of these factories, in which the laborers’ motions are so timed and inhuman that the individuals seem to have become gears themselves. When Freder visits and witnesses a horrible accident, he has a vision of the machinery turning into Moloch and devouring those who work the dials and levers. From there, the imagery rarely lets up as we are treated to such elements as a mad scientist’s robot, hypnotic erotic dances, and architecture that seems to be challenging God. As malignant as are the elements of society represented by these visuals, they always retain an undeniable beauty.

[image: image]

Maria (Brigitte Helm) is the pure-hearted religious leader who gets a machine-made double. UFA/Heritage Auctions

Lang was a master of silent cinema. With Metropolis, he created a film so visually salient that its plot almost does not matter. For modern viewers largely accustomed to movies based on the unfolding of events, this can be off-putting. If approached with the right mindset, however, Metropolis emerges as an obvious work of genius.

Frankenstein

YEAR 1931

COUNTRY United States

RUNTIME 1 hr. 11 min.

RATED Not Rated; has mild monster violence

DIRECTED BY James Whale

WRITTEN BY Mary Shelley (source novel), Peggy Webling (source play), John L. Balderston, Garrett Fort, Francis Edward Faragoh

STARRING Boris Karloff, Colin Clive, Mae Clark, John Boles, Edward Van Sloan

SIMILAR SCI-FI Bride of Frankenstein, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1931), The Invisible Man, King Kong (1933), Re-Animator, Son of Frankenstein, Young Frankenstein



[image: image]

Dr. Frankenstein (Colin Clive) comes face to face with the creature he created (Boris Karloff). In the photo below, Dr. Frankenstein conducts an experiment in his lab. Universal Pictures/Heritage Auctions

Frankenstein is one of the first sci-fi/horror films ever, and it remains one of the best. In this movie, director James Whale succeeds not only in adapting what is arguably the first ever work of science fiction but in forever influencing our culture’s understanding of that work. With its poignant story and ghastly visuals, this movie is equally moving and haunting.

[image: image]

Dr. Henry Frankenstein (it’s Victor in the novel) dares to defy God and the natural order of things by assembling dead body parts and infusing them with life, the scientific secret of which he has discovered. Though he succeeds, Frankenstein soon realizes he does not know how to care for such a being, so he neglects the so-called monster, leaving it to the torment of his assistant. Before long, the enraged creature escapes his cell, and the town takes to arms to rid themselves of the abject but innocent thing. The film, like the novel, is about taking responsibility for that which you create, but it is also about the consequences inherent in attempting to wield power beyond one’s control.



“IT’S ALIVE. IT’S ALIVE! IT’S ALIVE! IT’S ALIVE! IT’S ALIVE!” -HENRY FRANKENSTEIN



Though the story is strong alone, the acting and visuals are what make Frankenstein one of the greatest science fiction films of all time. The dynamic, almost logic-defying design of Frankenstein’s laboratory remains unmatched today, with its combination of stone architecture, arcing electricity, and larger-than-life devices. Colin Clive plays Dr. Frankenstein with a feverish madness as he shuns his loved ones, works tirelessly over dead body parts, and succumbs to outbursts of hubris, all with an intensity assisted by dramatic camera angles.

The monster steals the show, though, played by one of the greatest actors of all time, Mr. Boris Karloff. Karloff manages to make the creature both pathetic and frightening with his primal moans, angry fits, and deathly stiffness. The design of the creature, with its trademark flat head, neck bolts, and large stature, also accounts for its impact. Whale’s version of the monster is so influential that it would establish the template for our visual understanding of the creature forever.

[image: image]

Frankenstein’s assistant, Fritz (Dwight Frye), taunts the monster. Universal Pictures/Heritage Auctions

Thanks to its acting, imagery, and story, Frankenstein is beyond great. It is legendary. This is a film of such power that it burns itself into your memory.

King Kong

YEAR 1933

COUNTRY United States

RUNTIME 1 hr. 44 min.

RATED Not Rated; some mild monster violence

DIRECTED BY Merian C. Cooper, Ernest B. Schoedsack

WRITTEN BY James Creelman, Ruth Rose

STARRING Robert Armstrong, Fay Wray, Bruce Cabot, Frank Reicher

SIMILAR SCI-FI 20 Million Miles to Earth, Cloverfield, Creature from the Black Lagoon, Godzilla (1954), King Kong (2005), The Lost World, Jurassic Park



King Kong the monster is referred to as the eighth wonder of the world. King Kong the film should be considered so as well. Imbued with technical expertise and ambition far ahead of its time, it remains a fun, believable, and at times intense experience even after decades of special effects advancement. Beyond that, though, it is built on a strong foundation: a classic “beauty and the beast” tale. Whether you want drama, action, or plain visual fun, this film has it all.



“THEY’LL HAVE TO THINK UP A LOT OF NEW ADJECTIVES WHEN I COME BACK.” -CARL DENHAM



Filmmaker Carl Denham (Robert Armstrong) sets out with his crew and a naïve actress, Ann Darrow (Fay Wray), to find Skull Island, home to some colossal, fabled terror. His goal is to use the location as the setting for the world’s next great film. Soon after Denham arrives, a giant ape called Kong takes Darrow for himself, and the crew is forced to track her and the beast down. In a world where dinosaurs and giant lizards exist, though, you can bet not all of them will make it back alive, and that’s not to mention the mayhem that ensues after Kong is freighted to New York City.

[image: image]

The beauty of Ann Darrow (Fay Wray) captivates King Kong. RKO Radio Pictures/Heritage Auctions

King Kong’s standout quality is without a doubt its animatronic special effects, the product of Willis O’Brien. O’Brien pioneered the animatronic stop-motion technique starting with his previous work on The Lost World in 1925, and in King Kong the technique was perfected. The monsters themselves are detailed and proportional, and their movements, despite being stop-motion-rendered, are astonishingly natural. Kong’s fight against the T-Rex, a fight including all manner of athletic moves, remains one of cinema’s great achievements in special effects.

The “beauty and the beast” theme on which the story is based may not be original, but the visuals add a sort of primordial symbolism to it. Not only does the giant ape, representing both immense destructive power and the prehistoric ancestry of man, serve as a perfect symbol of the id, but the scenes of him chasing Darrow around New York and later climbing the Empire State Building with her in hand can also be viewed as a metaphor for capitalist society. We all want to ascend the social ladder and carry a damsel along for the ride. Most of us just don’t put New York in a state of emergency while we do so.

For those who haven’t seen it, it’s easy to think of King Kong as a mid-grade sci-fi/adventure film with a monster made popular by superb special effects. It is so much more, though. This is the story of a creature so in love that he will literally fight off dinosaurs to make sure his woman stays with him. The ape may be misguided in his endeavors, but even capitalists struggle to show that much devotion.

[image: image]

In an iconic scene, a squadron of military planes goes on the attack after King Kong climbs the Empire State Building. RKO Radio Pictures/Heritage Auctions

Bride of Frankenstein

YEAR 1935

COUNTRY United States

RUNTIME 1 hr. 15 min.

RATED Not Rated; adult content, mild violence

DIRECTED BY James Whale

WRITTEN BY William Hurlbut, John Balderston

STARRING Boris Karloff, Elsa Lanchester, Colin Clive, Ernest Thesiger, Valerie Hobson

SIMILAR SCI-FI Frankenstein (1931), The Invisible Man, Re-Animator, Son of Frankenstein, Young Frankenstein



Bride of Frankenstein may have a campy title, but any corresponding preconceptions are slowly crushed as the film plays out. This sequel to Frankenstein manages to uphold the original’s sense of urgency and seriousness even as it expands into wilder territory. James Whale had a lot to live up to in this follow-up to his sci-fi/horror masterpiece, but he handled the task with confidence and proficiency.

The monster (Boris Karloff) and Dr. Frankenstein (Colin Clive) are back. Still reviled by humanity, the creature finds himself roaming the countryside in this film, and Dr. Frankenstein is visited by a scientist whose madness surpasses his own. This scientist, Dr. Pretorius (Ernest Thesiger), has likewise created life, though in a far different form, and proposes a partnership to create “a new world, of gods and monsters.” Before long the monster finds Pretorius and Frankenstein, at which case Pretorius, thirsting for godlike power, promises the creature a mate. Using Frankenstein’s kidnapped fiancée as leverage, Pretorius will rope the doctor into once again bringing life to a dead body.

[image: image]

The Bride of Frankenstein monster appears for only a few minutes but makes a lasting impression. Universal Pictures/Heritage Auctions

In taking on this task, Frankenstein and Pretorius learn the dangers of unchecked hubris. Specifically by creating their own forms of life, the doctors are meddling with powers not meant for man. Frankenstein, despite being forced into the matter against his will, eventually takes on his role as creator with the same fervor he exhibited when reanimating dead tissue for the first time. Both characters’ goals are demolished, though, as their new creation, a bride for the monster, comes to life with a will contrary to that which they imagined.

[image: image]

The Bride (Elsa Lanchester) meets her intended groom (Boris Karloff). Universal Pictures/Heritage Auctions



“ALONE: BAD. FRIEND: GOOD!” -THE MONSTER



Karloff once again delivers a magnificent performance as the monster. In one famous scene, the monster comes across a blind hermit’s hut in the woods. Transcending barriers of sight and intellect, the two characters immediately form an intimate friendship. In this scene, the creature learns what it means to have a friend and, even more surprisingly, begins to learn language. On paper this sounds absurd, but Karloff’s infantile utterances of statements like, “Alone: bad. Friend: good!” are completely convincing. Even scenes in which the creature drinks wine and smokes cigars come across as heartwarming instead of comical.

Bride of Frankenstein takes such risks that you would never expect it to remain cohesive. However, it manages to uphold the same expertise demonstrated in Frankenstein. This ranks easily as one of the greatest movie sequels of all time.

The Day the Earth Stood Still

YEAR 1951

COUNTRY United States

RUNTIME 1 hr. 32 min.

RATED Not Rated; some gunplay, some things and people dissolved by ray beams

DIRECTED BY Robert Wise

WRITTEN BY Edmund H. North, Harry Bates

STARRING Michael Rennie, Billy Gray, Patricia Neal, Sam Jaffe

SIMILAR SCI-FI The Box, The Brother from Another Planet, The Day the Earth Stood Still (2008), Things to Come



The Day the Earth Stood Still is a moral against nuclear weaponry and war in general. It is also a well-written, well-acted film. Its success lies not in its message alone but in the delivery of its message. This is the classic anti-war sci-fi film.

In Washington, D.C., a human-looking alien named Klaatu (Michael Rennie) has arrived. He has come with a message of peace, but his message is also a warning. Since humankind has developed both rockets and nuclear weaponry, we have now put other planets at risk. So, the message is this: Stop your childish fighting, or the forces of other planets will destroy you in preemptive self-defense. The problem Klaatu faces is that the world’s leaders will not gather to listen to him. But he’s got a few tricks up his sleeve to get their attention.

[image: image]

Helen Benson (Patricia Neal) cowers from Gort, but later joins forces with him. 20th Century Fox/The Kobal Collection



“I AM FEARFUL WHEN I SEE PEOPLE SUBSTITUTING FEAR FOR REASON.” -KLAATU



From the moment Klaatu arrives, Earth is depicted as a violently leery and even ridiculous place. When Klaatu presents a gift for delivery to the president, he is immediately shot by an overanxious soldier. When the visitor requests an audience of the world’s leaders, he is told simply that relations are so awkward between nations that the leaders of the world would never agree to meet, even for an occasion such as this.

Klaatu, by assuming the name “Carpenter” and performing one particular act near the film’s end, becomes an obvious Christ symbol, but he is also an intriguing character at face value. He demonstrates affection for the childlike human race, but he is stern in his conditions for our peace, at one point suggesting the possibility of destroying New York to get our attention. During all of his communications with us, he is simultaneously kind and straightforward, conveying a politeness even as he openly refers to our society’s stupidity. The character warrants analysis free of its symbolism.

[image: image]

The poster depicts the 8-foot Gort’s ability to shoot a laser beam from his visor. 20th Century Fox/Heritage Auctions

In the end, The Day the Earth Stood Still is more than a warning of our destructive nature. It is an illustration of our senselessness. Not only are we prone to killing each other with horrible devices of war, we are so immature as to be unwilling to work together in the face of extreme adversity. This is a message that never grows stale.

Godzilla

YEAR 1954

COUNTRY Japan

RUNTIME 1 hr. 38 min.

RATED Not Rated; monster destruction

DIRECTED BY Ishirô Honda

WRITTEN BY Ishirô Honda, Shigeru Kayama, Takeo Murata

STARRING Akira Takarada, Akihiko Hirata, Momoko Kôchi, Takashi Shimura

SIMILAR SCI-FI The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms, Cloverfield, Godzilla (1984), Godzilla Raids Again, The Host



There are two classic giant monster movies that stand above the rest: King Kong (1933) and Godzilla (1954, a.k.a. Gojira). The former is fun, frequently humorous, and occasionally frightening. The latter is an exercise in terror. As outdated as its visual effects may be, Godzilla remains one of the best and most austere giant monster films of all time.

Set in Japan, Godzilla was released not quite ten years after the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and it plays into those fears unabashedly. The story follows Japan’s coping with the emergence of a giant monster, the product of nearby hydrogen bomb tests. This monster, which towers over buildings, has begun attacking villages, boats, and cities at will, destroying everything it comes across. If anything can save Japan from Godzilla, it will have to be a weapon as terrifying as the monster itself.

There are so many things that make Godzilla work, including the pacing, the score, the acting, the subplots, and even the lighting. This movie does not revel in its monster attacks; rather, it fears them. It builds tension for prolonged periods of time by showing intermittent scenes of devastation caused by the creature and thereafter pondering the nature of the beast. Throughout the film a doomsday score, melancholy acting, and dark lighting keep the mood consistently depressed. In the end, when we witness a full-on monster attack on Tokyo, it is not exciting but horrifying. How many other monster movies have you seen that contain a woman huddling with her children in the street, telling them, “We’ll be with Daddy soon?”

[image: image]

Godzilla leaves a burning city behind him. Toho



“I CAN’T BELIEVE THAT GODZILLA WAS THE ONLY SURVIVING MEMBER OF ITS SPECIES. BUT IF WE KEEP ON CONDUCTING NUCLEAR TESTS, IT’S POSSIBLE THAT ANOTHER GODZILLA MIGHT APPEAR, SOMEWHERE IN THE WORLD, AGAIN.” -KYOHEI YAMANE-HAKASE



Beneath all of this you can find subtexts not only concerning atomic warfare but about the destructive nature of the subconscious—a place from which this monster almost seems to have materialized. Whether you watch the film for its visceral value or its meaning, though, there will be plenty to draw you in. No giant monster film has yet matched it in the thoroughness with which it evokes dismay.

[image: image]

Born from nuclear fallout, Godzilla seems unstoppable. Toho/The Kobal Collection

A note to Godzilla newcomers: Two versions of the 1954 Godzilla exist: the original Japanese version, as titled above, and the Americanized version, called Godzilla: King of the Monsters! It is the original you must view in order to experience the creators’ intended emotional effect. The American-edited version, featuring inserted scenes of an American reporter in Japan, is little more than a simple mystery that leads to the spectacle of a giant monster.

Forbidden Planet

YEAR 1956

COUNTRY United States

RUNTIME 1 hr. 38 min.

RATED G; some mild adult content

DIRECTED BY Fred McLeod Wilcox

WRITTEN BY Irving Block, Allen Adler, Cyril Hume

STARRING Leslie Nielsen, Walter Pidgeon, Warren Stevens, Anne Francis, Robby the Robot

SIMILAR SCI-FI Dark City, The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951), Solaris (1972)



On the surface, Forbidden Planet is the epitome of 1950s sci-fi. It has a faster-than-light UFO, an analog robot, and a mysterious monster, all on a distant planet with a landscape both desolate and peculiar. However, as the film progresses and its story digs deeper into the setup, it reveals a center with more imagination than almost any genre film of that decade. This is a movie about the inextinguishable evil at the heart of man and the dangers of wielding absolute power, and it’s wrapped in a package visually representative of the finest classic science fiction.

A crew of military space travelers (think Star Trek more than Starship Troopers) is sent sixteen light years away to investigate the fate of a lost ship on the planet Altair IV. Upon arriving they find a scientist, his daughter, and a robot that would become one of science fiction’s most famous: Robby. The scientist, Dr. Morbius (Walter Pidgeon), explains that the other members of his ship’s crew were killed by a monster, and he refuses to return to Earth for questioning. Needless to say, the investigating crew (led by a shockingly straight-faced Leslie Nielsen) immediately becomes suspicious of Morbius, even though the man treats them with only the most generous hospitality.



“MY EVIL SELF IS AT THAT DOOR, AND I HAVE NO POWER TO STOP IT!” -DR. EDWARD MORBIUS



Eventually, however, the protagonists realize that Morbius is telling the truth, and this truth is worse than what they expected. The monster that killed the original crew is, in a sense, the same force responsible for the extinction of the entire civilization that once ruled Altair IV. Even more amazingly, this civilization had achieved the highest possible level of technology: the ability to alter reality through mere will. Would you believe that this technology and the monster’s existence are inherently tied together?

[image: image]

Forbidden Planet is the first science fiction movie to be set in deep space. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer/Heritage Auctions

Whereas so many films of this era of science fiction are focused on presenting established ideas in new ways, Forbidden Planet demonstrates original thought, pondering the implications of achieving complete scientific knowledge and power. When the true nature of the monster is discovered, we fear not only for the characters’ lives but for humanity itself. If technological progression means the increased speed and effectiveness of fulfilling our desires, what happens when our tech gets so good that our desires are fulfilled before they even leave the subconscious?

[image: image]

Robby the Robot was one of the first movie robots to have a distinct personality. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer/Heritage Auctions

The great thing about Forbidden Planet is that along with its imagination it also offers plenty of casual fun. There’s a compelling mystery, there are great visuals, and the drama near the end of the film becomes far more intense than you’d expect from a work with a character called “Robby the Robot.” This is one of the genre’s best entries of one of its best decades—in every way, a classic.

Invasion of the Body Snatchers

YEAR 1956

COUNTRY United States

RUNTIME 1 hr. 20 min.

RATED Not Rated; has some mildly frightening scenes

DIRECTED BY Don Siegel

WRITTEN BY Jack Finney (source novel); Daniel Mainwaring

STARRING Kevin McCarthy, Dana Wynter, Larry Gates, King Donovan

SIMILAR SCI-FI Body Snatchers (1993), Invaders from Mars, The Invasion (2007), Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1978), It Came from Outer Space



If you’re looking for the ultimate paranoia film, look no further. The original Invasion of the Body Snatchers is a paragon of “aliens among us” tales. Infusing a thrilling story into a masterful production, this film, more effectively than perhaps any other, evokes the fear of being trapped in a world where anyone can be the enemy.

[image: image]

Dr. Miles Bennell (Kevin McCarthy) makes an unpleasant discovery. Allied Artists/Heritage Auctions

When Dr. Miles Bennell (Kevin McCarthy) returns to his small-town home from vacation, he arrives to patients complaining that their loved ones are acting strange. They’re not doing anything bizarre, though. In fact, the problem is that they’re acting too normal. Soon Bennell, his girlfriend Becky (Dana Wynter), and a couple of friends discover that the town has been silently overtaken by sentient alien plants (a.k.a. “pod people”) that exist as physically exact copies of the town’s residents, who are individually killed in the process. The pod people’s goal: to do the same to everyone on Earth, with the sole purpose of propagating their species.

[image: image]

Dr. Bennell doesn’t know who he can trust, so he’s not taking any chances. Allied Artists/Heritage Auctions



“I DON’T WANT TO LIVE IN A WORLD WITHOUT LOVE OR GRIEF OR BEAUTY. I’D RATHER DIE.” -BECKY



The driving force of the film is Bennell’s attempt to escape a world in which he doesn’t know who can be trusted, for anyone can be one of these aliens. The cinematography and set design intensify the horror of the situation. While attempting to flee the invaders, Bennell and Becky find themselves in tight spaces that highlight the claustrophobia that stems from such paranoia. When they reach open areas, they are not liberated but are exposed instead to a more agoraphobic horror, with elements such as windowpane shadows showing them to be dangerously visible to anyone. Whether he runs or hides, Bennell cannot find solace.

[image: image]

Becky (Dana Wynter) and Dr. Bennell (Kevin McCarthy) realize something’s not right with the townspeople. Allied Artists/Heritage Auctions

Throughout the years, countless critics have noted the similarities between Bennell’s situation and the Red Scare of the McCarthy era, which was in its heyday when the film was released. This is a valid observation, but the film also works as a catharsis of any sort of paranoia. How do we know our neighbors are who they say they are? And what can we do when we don’t know who to trust?

The Incredible Shrinking Man

YEAR 1957

COUNTRY United States

RUNTIME 1 hr. 21 min.

RATED Not Rated; some mildly frightening scenes, especially for those with arachnophobia

DIRECTED BY Jack Arnold

WRITTEN BY Richard Matheson

STARRING Grant Williams, Randy Stuart, Raymond Bailey, April Kent

SIMILAR SCI-FI The Fly (1958), The Invisible Man, The Monolith Monsters, Tarantula



The Incredible Shrinking Man is an anomaly. In an age when science fiction was fixated on killer monsters
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