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No great insight into corporate mentality is needed to under-
stand 20th Century-Fox’s decision to commit production fund-
ing to Alien — a decision made, appropriately enough, on Hallo-
ween day, 1977. Only a few short months before, Fox had re-
leased Star Wars to the most enthusiastic response in cinema
history; the previous summer it had monopolized boxoffice
returns with The Omen. With enough astral adventure to attract
the Star Wars set and sufficient hard shocks to appeal to The
Omen enthusiasts, Alien’s relentless death-struggle between a
crew of galactic teamsters and a cosmic juggernaut presented an
attractive hybrid — perhaps even an heir apparent to boxoffice
sovereignty.

Curiously, much of Alien’s awesome horror had its precursor
in the broad parody of Dark Star, a cult classic painstakingly
pieced together on the slimmest of shoestring budgets by two
University of Southern California film students, John Carpenter
and Dan O'Bannon. In the midst of exhaustive production chores
which included co-writing the script, directing the special ef-
fects, and acting as one of the Dark Star's space-weary
crewmembers, Dan O’Bannon decided to write yet another
science fiction screenplay, similar in theme but totally different
in tone. Before he could get more than a good start on it,
however, it was set aside in the rush of other ideas and other
projects.

As an offshoot of his effects work on Dark Star, O'Bannon was
hired in 1975 by European surrealist filmmaker Alexandro
Jodorowsky to engineer the elaborate effects for a proposed
multimillion-dollar adaptation of Frank Herbert's epic Dune.
After six months of heavy preproduction in Paris, however, an-
ticipated financing failed to materialize and the project col-
lapsed resoundingly. Broke and depressed, O’Bannon found
himself back in Hollywocod camped out on the sofa of fellow
writer Ronald Shusett. Determined to come up with amarketable
filmscript, O’Bannon retrieved his portable typewriter from
storage and dug out his long-dormant stab at a science fiction
thriller. “It was only about twenty pages long, and pretty
sketchy;: but | remember thinking it was one of the best begin-
nings I’d ever had — [ just didn’t know where the hell to go with
it. At that time, it started with the alien transmission and the
awakening from hypersleep, and went up through the discovery
of the dead space captain inside the derelict. Beyond that, my
ideas were kind of nebulous. | figured the crew wouldn’t get off
the planetoid until the end and that the creature itself would be
some sort of psychic force; but 1 was having trouble working it
out. It was Ron who finally broke the ice, He brought up an old
idea 1'd had about gremlins harassing a B-17 bomber crew on a

Alien photographs copyright © 1979 by 20th Century-Fox Film
Corporation. All rights reserved. Production unit still photog-
raphy by Bob Penn. H.R. Giger paintings reproduced courtesy of
the artist and Big O Publishing. Special thanks to Charles Lippin-
cott and Pat Miller.

night mission over Tokyo and suggested | make the alien crea-
ture physical and have it stalking the crewmen on their own
ship.”

Interrupted only by frequent brainstorming sessions, 0’Ban-
non sequestered himself in solitude, emerging in three months’
time with the first of many scripts that would eventually evolve
into Alien. Set in 2087 A.D., the script began on the commercial
starship Snark with the intercept of an indecipherable radio
transmission. Awakened from hypersleep, the crew diverts to a
storm-swept planetoid where the cyclic signal is traced to the re-
mains of a downed spacecraft, perforated by gaping holes of in-
determinate origin and empty but for a lone skeletonized extra-
terrestrial lying in repose at the controls. With the large
misshapen skull as proof of their finding, the landing party
returns to the Snark. Subsequent sighting of an ancient stone
pyramid, however, prompts a second excursion onto the
planetoid surface. Inside the towering structure, one of the crew-
men is attacked by a small alien organism which plants itself
unyieldingly over his face. Though efforts to break its grip fail,
the alien assailant soon drops off of its own accord and dies.
Anxious to leave the planetoid far behind, the crew sets course
immediately for earth, totally unaware that their unwitting ship-
mate is now playing host to an incredibly fast-growing alien
parasite. Shortly after lift-off, the deadly violator rips a massive
hole in its victim’s chest and struggles free, escaping unchecked
into the ensuing pandemonium. Evading capture, the beast
rapidly matures into a multitentacled monstrosity and begins
decimating the remaining members of the crew.

O’Bannon’s original intent was to produce a low-budget script
that he could package independently, with himself as director.
Shusett, however, saw a greater potential and convinced O’Ban-
non that it should be pursued as a major studio production.
Several unsuccessful submissions later, a mutual friend passed
the script to writer-director Walter Hill who had only months
before joined forces with producer Gordon Carroll and writer
David Giler under the banner of Brandywine Productions. Hill,
who had begun in the business writing such films as The
Getaway, The Drowning Pool and The Thief Who Came to Dinner,
and had recently both written and directed Hard Times and The
Driver. had a keen eye for action and drama. He felt the Alien
script needed work, but immediately sensed great commercial
potential. After several weeks of negotiations, Brandywine op-
tioned the O’Bannon script in October 1976.

Toward the end of the six-month option period, Walter Hill ran
the script through a fast rewrite, putting it in his own distinctive
style and adjusting the narrative somewhat to fit his sense of the
dramatic. It was then presented to 20th Century-Fox, with whom
Brandywine had a first-refusal production agreement. Though
Fox had previously turned down the O’Bannon script, they
agreed to commit development money to the project based on
Hill’s rewrite and his expressed intent to direct it.

0’Bannon, who had reluctantly abandoned any practical hope
of directing Alien as a major studio production, had nevertheless
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At writer Dan O’Bannon’s
request, Swiss surrealist
painter H.R. Giger prepared
three airbrush renderings of
an alien face-hugger concept
during the early phase of
Alien preproduction. Though
startling and nightmarish, the
paintings proved insufficient
to instill in the producers
O’Bannon’s conviction that
Giger should be engaged to
design all three of the forms
demanded by the script. It
was not until months later,
after Ridley Scott had been
signed to direct, that
O’Bannon was successful in
finding an ally. Scott loved
Giger’s work, and his
enthusiasm prevailed. Within
weeks, Giger was fully
involved — dredging up alien
lifeforms from the depths of
his subconscious and
committing them to paper.
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pressed for a compensatory role in the area of creative design
and special effects. An agreement to that effect was made with
Brandywine, and when Fox agreed to develop the production in
late March, 0’Bannon was given a small office on the studio lot
where he could begin preproduction design while Walter Hill and
David Giler continued to rework the script.

Central to Dan O’Bannon’s visual concept for the film was the
depiction of three totally diverse cultures — the earth culture as
represented in microcosm by the Snark and its crew; the culture
of the alien space voyagers; and the culture of the planetoid’s in-
digenous primitives. To exploit this concept to its fullest, 0'Ban-
non intended to engage a different and distinctive designer for
each. First to join the team was Ron Cobb, a noted cartoonist and
illustrator, who had provided O'Bannon with counsel and
preliminary concept sketches while the first draft script was still
being formulated. Cobb, whose prior film work had been limited
to designing the Dark Star spacecraft and several of the Cantina
aliens for Star Wars, excelled in depictions of speculative
technology and was therefore assigned the earth ship and its
various systems, O’Bannon next engaged British illustrator
Chris Foss. A fellow alumnus of Jodorowsky's Dune, Foss
possessed a colorful and flamboyant style O'Bannon considered
ideal for the derelict ship and its benign aliens. O’Bannon aiso
looked to his Dune experience for the third, and in many
respects, most critical member of his design team — H.R. Giger,
a Swiss surrealist painter with an unexcelled capacity for
creating nightmare imagery.

"“Giger was hired onto Dune just before the project collapsed,”
0O’Bannon recalled. “We met just once in a hotel room in Paris
where | spent an afternoon with him and Jodorowsky. | took a
couple of his art books home and studied them, and [ remember
thinking this guy could just do one unbelievable job on a horror
movie. Later, when | was writing Alien, 1 was so sure | wanted a
Giger monster that it hardly seemed worth my while even to try
and visualize it myself. I did have some vague parameters — |
knew there would be a little thing like a squid that would jump
onto the face; and | knew there would be something else like a
worm that would come out of the chest; and then I knew there
would be a big one which would probably be a man running
around in a rubber suit. Beyond that | spent all my attention on
what these three forms did, rather than what they looked like.

“But when I tried to get Giger on the picture, I got a lot of
resistance. They hired Ron Cobb and Chris Foss at my request
rather readily — even brought Foss over from England — but
there was just something about Giger: they didn’t want to touch
him. I think maybe Walter Hill didn’t like his work. Anyway, |
kept hammering on them: and finally Gordon did send Giger a
letter and a small check as a retainer — but nothing beyond that.
They wouldn't take the necessary steps to work out a contract
and try to get him over here.”

Once the initial contact had been made, though, O'Bannon
telephoned Giger at his home in Zurich, described the project to
him, and pleaded his case for a Giger alien. Giger was somewhat

hesitant to commit himself totally — he had never been paid for
his work on Dune and the experience had left him generally wary
of filmmakers. He agreed, though, to do a few preliminary
designs for the creature’s initial form. *’As an idea of what he
wanted, Dan O’'Bannon sent me a sketch he had done of this
thing popping out of an egg — it looked kind of like a flying
omelet. To me, the appearance of something should be deter-
mined by its function, and since this creature had to jump out of
an eqg and grab onto someone’s face, I first thought about what
it would need to do this action. | started out with a body that
looked kind of like a large sex organ — which is what it was, real-
ly — and | added two hands to hold the head and a long coiled
tail that worked like a jack-in-the-box spring. Then, since it had
to pry open its victim’s mouth, I gave it an instrument
something like the old Egyptians used on their dead to force
open the mouth and let the spirit out. | did two paintings of it,
plus a cutaway of the eqg with the beast curled up inside, and |
sent slides of them to Dan O’Bannon.”

The Giger paintings readily affirmed his ability to translate the
ideas of others and invest them with his own jarring imagery. But
his face-hugger, as the initial alien form came to be known,
covered not only its victim’s face and head, but much of the up-
per torso as well, and as such was too large for use in the film.
“The thing was supposed to fit on the face like a glove,” O’Ban-
non remarked, “Giger’s English is very good, but German is his
primary language; and | guess | just didn’t get that point across
the first time around. They were certainly disturbing, though.
When the transparencies arrived in the mail, Gordon took one
look at them and said, ‘The man is sick.””

Faced with a continuing lack of enthusiasm over his first
choice for an alien designer, 0’Bannon turned Ron Cobb loose
on the problem, By then, the originally conceived division of
labor had fallen apart anyway, and both Cobb and Foss were
busy churning out increasingly more elaborate concepts for the
earthship exterior. The studio had not yet given a production go-
ahead, Walter Hill was developing another film he intended to
make instead, and the Alien preproduction effort was suffering
from a pronounced lack of direction.

When the production commitment finally came, Fox was
anxious to proceed as quickly as possible. For reasons of
economy, it was decided the film would be made at Shepperton
Studios, outside London, and a July 1978 date was set for the
start of principal photography. A number of directors were con-
sidered, but ultimately the job went to Ridley Scott who had
learned the art of audience manipulation while producing
literally thousands of commercials for British television.
Although he had done some dramatic work on television as well,
the only feature film to his credit was The Duellists, a richly tex-
tured and visually elegant period piece which had earned him
worldwide critical acclaim and a Special Jury Prize at the 1977
Cannes Film Festival.

No sooner had Ridley Scott agreed to do the picture than he
found himself confronted with a myriad of problems, not the






least of which concerned what form the alien beast should take.
With but few exceptions, attempts by fellow filmmakers to depict
extraterrestrial lifeforms had ranged from the disappointing to
the disastrous. Decidedly terrestrial design criteria, calling for
human actors in costume or varying types of mechanical con-
trivances, had seldom produced a convincing alien. Even as pro-
digious a talent as Stanley Kubrick — after months of ex-
asperating and costly experimentation — had elected to let his
extraterrestrials remain unseen in 2001: A Space Odyssey. In
more recent years, George Lucas had taken a rather tongue-in-
cheek approach to the alien problem in Star Wars, while Steven
Spielberg had drawn upon the mythos of purportedly genuine
sightings for Close Encounters of the Third Kind. Alien de-
manded something altogether different — a totally frightening,
totally convincing, totally alien creature of awesome strength
and unbridled ferocity.

“When you take on a subject like this,” Ridley Scott remarked,
“after the initial flush of excitement, the problem of what the
hell it’s going to look like suddenly starts hanging over you like
a thundercloud. How do we do the beast in its various forms? We
had a similar problem with the alien transmission over what it
should sound like. We never did sort that one out, and finally we
decided to ditch it rather than have something hokey. But of
course, we couldn’t ditch any aspect of the alien — one had to
see it at some point or other. So I arrived in Hollywood with that
misgiving and ended up going through about seven months
worth of preproduction drawings without finding anything |
really liked. There was the usual blob and the clawed creature
and all that sort of stuff, which wouldn’t have been right even if
we’d done them well. I think | would have been embarrassed by
them rather than proud; and it was desperately important for me
to be proud of it. I had visions of screwing around with this for
months; but as it happened, it worked out very quickly. Just
after I got to Hollywood, Dan O’Bannon came in with a copy of
Giger’s Necronomicon and said, ‘What do you think of this?’ |
started leafing through it until I came to this one half-page paint-
ing, and I just stopped and said: ‘Good God, | don’t believe it!
That's it!"”

Scott had lighted upon Giger's Necronom IV, a malignant
nightmare vision — part-insect, part-human, part-serpent —
with an obscene, elongated head, dark bulbous eyes, and a vile
array of teeth. “The book had just been published,” O’‘Bannon
recalled, ““and Giger sent me the first one off the press. The text
was in German and it was hand bound. | was really flattered. I
didn’t realize until later that the reason he’d sent it to me was
because he wanted me to use it on the producers. He didn’t think
they were sufficiently impressed with his work. I thought the
book was brilliant — the man has a real knack for coming up
with disturbing imagery. So | was pleased that Ridley liked it. But
when he found that thing with a big long penis for a head I kind
of thought: ‘Aw, phooey! Giger has some much more grotesque
stuff in his repertory. That's just sort of man-shaped.’ But then |
figured, ‘What the heck, Giger will give them something better,’
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so | decided to keep my mouth shut.”

Convinced that Giger was the man for the job, Ridley Scott, ac-
companied by Gordon Carroll and David Giler, flew to Zurich in
early February to meet with him. They departed with a commit-
ment from Giger to design not only the alien forms, but the
planetoid’s spore-infested pyramid as well. At first | was hired
Jjust to do designs,”” said Giger. ““Ridley Scott told me, 'You make
the designs and we’ll find someone who can build them exactly
the same.’ I liked this because | could stay in Switzerland and
just fly to London once in a while to show them my work. So |
began to work on Alien — day and night, because the time to do
it was very short and | had no experience in working on a film
like that. | wondered if it was possible for someone else to
transform my stuff in three dimensions; but there are a lot of
specialists around, so | was very hopeful.”

Securing H.R. Giger’s services was a major coup for Ridley
Scott, but was not in itself a solution to the picture’s
muitifaceted design problems. Faced with the inevitability of
having to design and construct from scratch virtually everything
that would appear in the film, and with only a few short months
in which to do it, Scott realized that his selection of a production
designer was critical. His choice for the job was Michael
Seymour. For the next nine months, Seymour would assume per-
sonal responsibility for the physical look of the film, and for
making certain the sets were constructed to specification and
completed on schedule. Although he had served in various
design capacities on feature films such as The Charge of the
Light Brigade, Blow-up, Isadora and Theater of Blood, much of
Seymour’s fifteen-year career had been devoted to television
commercials, including two years in exclusive association with
Ridley Scott’s company.

Since eight months of chaotic preproduction design had failed
to produce anything even remotely usable, the spacefreighter —
redubbed the Nostromo — was still a major concern. As an
enhancement to the film’s visceral impact. Ridley Scott thought
it important to develop on board the ship a sense of lonely isola-
tion and deep space claustrophobia. So while the triple-deck
vessel was truly monstrous in proportions, most of the living and
working centers were confined to a small assemblage of func-
tional modules clustered in one area of the ship.

“One of the first things | did.”” said Seymour, ““‘was to begin
making a quarter-inch scale cardboard model of the Nostromo
interiors. It had all the corridors and all the various junction
places for the bridge and the mess area and the autodoc and so
on. Then we just sort of played around with it until we got the
right sort of dimensions and settled on the layout — which is not
a particularly unusual thing to do. What was unusual was that
we actually built it that way. The whole thing was a practical,
functioning maze, and people who entered the set were be-
wildered to find themselves in this complete, self-contained
world. For that reason, it was good for the actors — it gave them a
geography to work in which was real. It was almost like shooting
on location. We did, in the end, float sections away for ease of

shooting; but basically, whenever possible, we retained the cor-
ridors and the walls and shot within them.”

“The thriller aspect of the story is very much integrated into
the long corridors and staircases,”” Scott affirmed, “and I
thought it would be better for the actors — and therefore better
for myself — to have the set built in composite rather than in
separate elements. That way, you could run down a huge length
of corridor, round a corner and into an actual room; and you'd
know exactly where you were. In a funny sort of way, though, it
works out more expensively to do that, because you get more
waste. You may not need a particular corner or seqment of the
set, but you go ahead and build it anyway to get the full com-
posite effect.”

“Actually, my first thoughts were to build the whole ship three
decks high,” Seymour added, “’so they’d actually climb down
companionways from one level to another, That idea was aban-
doned because it would have presented quite complicated con-
struction problems, and also shooting problems. But 1 still feel
the economics would have worked out quite well, because we
could have contained the vast majority of the show on one stage.
As it was, we were spread out over six of them.”

Credible special effects, all the more critical in the wake of Star
Wars and Close Encounters of the Third Kind, had been a major
concern from the outset. Less than confident that Dan O’Ban-
non’s limited experience qualified him to handle the effects on a
major motion picture, Brandywine had begun casting about for a
suitable alternate even before a production commitment was
secured. Since Douglas Trumbull and John Dykstra, the obvious
luminaries in the field, were unavailable, the producers looked
to England where many of the more demanding effects pictures
of recent years had been produced. A logical candidate was
Brian Johnson, then in the process of wrapping his second and
final season as director of special effects for the Space: 1999
teleseries. Johnson met with Gordon Carroll and Walter Hill to
discuss his possible participation in Alien, but indicated at the
time a standing commitment to,do The Empire Strikes Back for
Lucasfilm Ltd. When Ridley Scott took over as director, Johnson
was approached once again. Although he and associate Nick
Allder had since moved on to Revenge of the Pink Panther, and
in March were to start preproduction on the Star Wars sequel,
Johnson agreed to tackle Alien simultaneously provided George
Lucas and Gary Kurtz had no objection.

"I probably shouldn’t have tried to tackle both projects at
once,”” Johnson admitted. It was just too much. At the time we
began, though, we had relatively few shots to do. But then they
gradually began to increase until we got up to a hundred or
more; and then it dropped back down a little bit. I don’t know
how many we finally had, but it was a lot. Plus we did a lot of
things over and over again, because Ridley's the kind of director
who likes to see how something looks in dailies and then modify
it — he’s never happy with the first thing he sees.”

Leaving Nick Allder to finish up Revenge of the Pink Panther,
Brian Johnson went to work immediately on Alien. “Basically

As unabashedly sexual in
appearance as it was in
function, Giger’s early face-
hugger was equipped with a
long, tightly-coiled tail by
which it could launch itself
bodily from its egg. Once
implanted on its intended
host, long finger-like
protrusions were employed to
hold the head firmly in place
while an inseminating organ
was thrust down the victim’s
throat. / Although many of
the basic elements remained
intact, the original face-
hugger was considered too
large for its intended
application. As a result, Giger
modified his design to more
closely fit a human face. In
point of fact, however, the
final face-hugger bears the
creative imprint of a half
dozen or more different
people. / Giger’s first chest-
burster design, constructed
very faithfully by Roger
Dicken, was ultimately
rejected by Ridley Scott who
felt it looked too much like a
plucked turkey.
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For the landing and takeoff
scenes, a fourteen-foot model
of the Nostromo was mounted
on an extended forklift arm
and flown remotely from a
television monitor. To
simulate engine turbulence,
the miniature setting —
carefully fashioned from a
Giger sketch — was blanketed
with fuller’s earth and colored
powders and then subjected
to high-pressure blasts of
carbon dioxide and nitrogen
channeled through the
Nostromo’s exhaust ports.
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what happens when I do a picture is | get together a whole team
of craftsmen and technicians and we do both the floor effects and
the model effects — usually by splitting into two separate teams.
By operating that way, we’re able to offer sort of a facility which
is open to the entire production.”

Although the main production unit would be shooting an hour
away at Shepperton, the decision was made to headquarter the
effects unit at Bray Studios where Johnson and Allder were
already firmly established. Brian Johnson would supervise con-
struction and photography of the models and miniatures at
Bray; Nick Allder would supervise the floor effects at Shepper-
ton.

Michael Seymour, meanwhile, was assembling his own crew.
For his two primary assistants he chose art directors Les Dilley
and Roger Christian. Dilley, a Star Wars veteran, was tasked with
supervising the construction side of the production; Christian
was charged with set dressing and props. Ron Cobb was flown
over from the United States to develop concepts for the
Nostromo interiors. Within a few weeks, the art department
would expand to more than a dozen artists and draftsmen, and
would remain substantially at that level until the closing days of
the production.

By the time Dan O’Bannon arrived in England, design and ef-
fects initiatives were already underway, and his prerogatives in
those areas had been totally usurped. ““I had a contract with
Brandywine that supposedly quaranteed me to be the produc-
tion designer and the director of special effects. But it turned out
the contract had a loophole — a thing called “pay-or-play’ which,
in this specific instance, meant that they had to pay me, but they
didn’t have to use me. So what they ended up doing was bringing
me over there and putting me on salary and expenses, but
without a job.”

Budget was an immediate and lingering problem, particularly
since Fox had originally obligated only $4.5 million to the pro-
duction. Convinced that $4.5 million was painfully inadequate
to the task, Ridley Scott personally storyboarded his own $13
million concept for the film. Fox balked at the revised estimate,
but agreed to compromise at $8.5 million. Even at that, Michael
Seymour’s budget had to be cut by nearly half and Brian
Johnson’s plans to incorporate motion control model photo-
graphy had to be sacrificed.

Since the convincing achievement of three very different and
very demanding alien lifeforms was vital to the picture, Ridley
Scott and the producers decided to look beyond the effects
department for an appropriate specialist to accomplish the task.

First choice for the job was Academy Award-winner Carlo Ram-
baldi. In twenty years of creating effects for European film com-
panies, Rambaldi had perfected a means of mechanically
animating a wide range of otherwise inanimate objects. He had
been brought to the United States by Dino De Laurentiis to apply
his technique to King Kong — most obviously in the forty-foot
mechanical ape De Laurentiis had insisted upon, but more effec-
tively in the seven ingeniously-articulated heads which invested

the man-size Kong with a wide range of expressions. Following
King Kong, Rambaldi devised the mechanical systems for
another De Laurentiis picture, The White Buffalo, and then
returned to his native Rome. A few months later he was recalled
by Steven Spielberg to design and execute the mechanical alien
featured prominently in the climax to Close Encounters of the
Third Kind. At this point, Rambaldi decided to settle permanent-
ly in Hollywood where his unique talents seemed best ap-
preciated. When approached by Gordon Carroll, Rambaldi was
busy working out of his garage on the first of thirty vampire bats
he had designed for Nightwing. Though enthusiastic about the
prospect of working on Alien, he was already overcommitted to
other projects and could offer no guarantees.

In his place, associate producer Ivor Powell suggested sculptor
and model-maker Roger Dicken, whom he had known since their
days together on 2001: A Space Odyssey. Dicken had subse-
quently matriculated into effects work on numerous fantasy and
horror films, having built prehistoric models for animator Jim
Danforth on When Dinosaurs Ruled the Earth, and the more re-
cent puppetized creations from The Land That Time Forgot and
Warlords of Atlantis. Dicken, who preferred to work from his own
designs, was hesitant about Alien, but ultimately elected to ac-
cept the assignment,

“In the beginning we had no idea what the alien should look
like,” H.R. Giger revealed. "'In most horror movies, the monster
looks very unbelievable and sometimes ridiculous — and once
you see it, the film is over because it looks just like a man in a
suit. Ridley Scott and | didn’t want this. We wanted a very
unusual monster — a believable one — and Ridley planned to
show it only in little bits, detail by detail, so it wouldn’t be given
away from the beginning.”

Although Scott had related very strongly to Giger's Necronom
1V, he wanted to explore other possibilities before committing
himself irrevocably. His first inclination was to.use a totally
nonhumanoid shape to escape the man-in-a-rubber-suit syn-
drome. To this end, some thought was given to devising a totally
mechanized alien, but the time and money needed to achieve a
convincing representation of an alien lifeform in this manner
proved prohibitive. Stop-action model animation was con-
sidered and dismissed for similar reasons.

Reconciled to using a human being in some sort of a costume,
Scott flirted briefly with the idea of using contortionists. /I had a
guy come into my office who ran around on his hands with his
head tucked in and his feet stuck out. He looked like some
strange sort of crab. He ran all over the top of my desk, and then
hopped off on his hands and scuttled across the floor. It was
amazing, but he was limited in what he could do. I even brought
in a whole family of contortionists with the idea of taking an
adult contortionist and then somehow carefully strapping two
very small children, who were also contortionists, onto him in
various ways. You can imagine if you did that, and then covered
them all with some sort of a suit, you'd get a very strange-
looking object. It could really scare the shit out of you coming
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down a corridor.”

Roger Dicken, meanwhile, was getting impatient. “Nobody
seemed to know what the hell they wanted. [ went to about three
meetings in London and watched these characters rolling
around on the floor — and quite frankly, I thought it was a bit
Mickey Mouse. | mean, it was obvious to me that none of this was
going to work, but | had to just sit around wasting time while
everybody else figured it out. I sat through quite a few more
meetings while they ran through football players and wrestlers
and very tall men. Then, for a while, they thought they’d use an
ordinary-sized guy so there wouldn’t be any problems with
stunts and all. At that point, I even offered to be the monster
myself. [ figured if | was going to make the suit, I might as well be
in it.”

“Finally, we decided to make a very elegant creature,” Giger
said, “’quick and like an insect. Ridley Scott had an old photo of
Leni Riefenstahl with a very tall Nubian; and he was impressed
with that, so we decided to make a suit for a tall, very thin man,.
Ridley still loved the Necronom in my book and wanted
something like it, which was nice for me because I could use my
own designs and had not to put somebody’s else’s work into my
own style. | liked very much the long head; but I kept thinking
that a head this long needs to have a certain function. So | gave
him a very long tongue, also with teeth — so there are tongue
teeth and mouth teeth. [ think it’s very impressive in the film to
see the lips open and then the jaws, and then you see the tongue
come out with its teeth — an escalation of movement. My first
design for the alien had a large black eye, but then we decided to
make it eyeless. We thought it would be more frightening to have
a monster that was blind but could still find exactly what it
wanted, So the eye became instead a translucent shell that
covered the top of its head.”

Aside from that, the final alien differed only in detail from
Giger’s original concept paintings. Its basically humanoid body
became less so with the incorporation of skin texture and color-
ing more characteristically reptilian, and the single spiked pro-
tuberance on its back was expanded fivefold and augmented by
a long prehensile tail. At Dan O’Bannon’s suggestion, the
creature’s hands were given six digits each — four fingers and
two opposing thumbs.

“I'm afraid Ron Cobb’s ego was sorely wounded when he
didn't get to do the monster,” 0’Bannon commented. "“He was
endlessly frustrated because he could design aliens without
number and they were all convincing and all unique and all
startling to look at. The only problem was, he’s a rationalist. |
noticed this when we first started designing the picture. All these
different things he was doing were coming out so well that |
decided to have him take a crack at the derelict spaceship. But
when I asked him to come up with an irrational shape he got very
disturbed. He couldn’t handle that. He kept coming up with con-
vincing technology for a flying saucer or some other kind of UFO.
And when it came to the alien, he had the same problem. His
designs just weren’t as bizarre, or as bubbling up from the sub-

conscious, as the stuff Giger was doing. Cobb’s monsters all
looked like they could come out of a zoo — Giger’s looked like
something out of a bad dream.”

Although a general concept had been agreed upon, the final
appearance of the full-size alien would evolve gradually in the
months to come. In the interim, Roger Dicken was given Giger’s
approved design for the intermediate form, which came to be
known as the chest-burster, ““To me, it looked like a plucked
turkey,” Dicken remarked, ““a veined, repulsive-looking thing
with fangs. I said: ‘You want me to make this? It looks like a
turkey.” And they said, yes, that’s what they wanted. Well, there
wasn’t a need for anything very complicated, since all it had to
do was force its way out of the chest and then flop onto the table;
so we figured the best approach was to build it as a hand puppet,
about three times life-size so I could get my hand up into the
neck. Obviously, you couldn‘t get something the size of a large
turkey out of a human chest, but initially they were going to
cheat it somehow.”

Working out of his home workshop in Pangbourne — about an
hour’s drive from Shepperton — Dicken began on the chest-
burster in mid-March, sculpting it out in plasticene and then
casting it in foam plastic with a latex rubber skin. After spending
about three weeks on it, he took it into the studio for a trial run.

"“Giger’s drawing was kind of a Francis Bacon-type thing,”
Ridley Scott explained, “and it looked just hideous. It was
covered with blood and had a large underhung jaw with some
really lethal-looking teeth in it — totally obscene and very
frightening. And in fact, Dicken reproduced it very faithfully.
The problem was that what looked great on paper didn’t in
actuality. Dicken normally works everything like a glove pup-
pet, and so he brought this thing in and propped it on his knee.
And while he was talking, he kept moving the head around so
the bloody thing kept looking back and forth across the room —
from Gordon Carroll to me, and then up his nose. The whole
thing was entirely comical — it looked like some kind of a
plucked, demented turkey. | was frankly terrified at the thought
of getting a giggle at this time in the film, so we ditched the
whole concept and started again.

“We went back and reexamined various illustrations and
ideas, and tried to come up with something we thought would be
the most frightening. | wanted more of a biological link between
the baby, which is what we were really designing, and what the
final creature would look like. And | wanted it to be a very
smooth object. The other was all wrinkled and ancient-looking,
like some malevolent Muppet. And when it came out, | wanted it
to look very rude — and totally carnivorous. So to be honest, that
beast was very much the product of several people — Giger and
Dicken and me, and even a bit of Gordon Carroll.”

Dicken was beginning to have misgivings about the col-
laborative nature of his Alien involvement, but nevertheless
plunged into the revised chest-burster in mid-April. “Ridley ran
over to Roger’s house one day to have a look at it,”” Dan
O’Bannon recalled. “It had a head that was pretty much a

Necronom 1V, an obscene
amalgam of insect, human
and serpent, was selected by
Ridley Scott from the pages of
Giger’s Necronomicon as a
basic design for the full-grown
alien. / The original intent
was to construct an alien head
to the scale of Necronom IV;
but mounting such an
ungainly shape on a human
form proved impractical, so it
was subsequently scaled
down by nearly half. As a
functional rationale for the
elongated head, Giger incor-
porated a long serpentine
tongue with its own formi-
dable set of teeth. / Despite
the involvement of numerous
other craftsmen, the final
product — worn in the film by
6°10” Bolaji Badejo —
remained remarkably true to
its original inspiration.
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Ridley Scott examines the
fruits of H.R. Giger’s labor.
Although Giger at first
declined involvement beyond
that of designer, he was
ultimately persuaded to play a
much more active role in the
production. In keeping with
his biomechanical style, Giger
personally sculpted the large
alien from plasticene, bones
and various mechanical arti-
facts. / Intricately-detailed
six-digit hands were cast in
flexible rubber and worn like
gloves. For closeups, effects
supervisor Nick Allder devel-
oped an articulated hand with
a full metal armature. /
Working directly over a plaster
replica of Bolaji Badejo, Giger
sculpted his seven-foot
creature — then to be trans-
formed into a rubber suit by
modeler Eddie Butler and a
crew of studio technicians.
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miniature version of the big one, and kind of an elaborate body
with legs — like little dinosaur legs. It was just in clay at that
point, and Ridley looked it over a bit and then reached out and
pulled off the legs. Then he wadded up littie pieces of clay like
dolphin flippers and stuck them on either side behind the head,
and said, ‘There — that’s it.””

“The final thing ended up looking sort of porpoise-like,”
Dicken explained. “’The head of the big alien with a tail on the
end was literally all it was. But constructing it wasn’t so simple,
mainly because they wanted it actual size and it wasn’t big
enough for me to be able to put my hand inside and operate it.
What I came up with was a curved metal rod which ran down into
a hand grip. About halfway along — up where the neck would
have been if it'd had one — was a flexible steel spring, and then
the rest of the rod went up into the head area and then down
underneath the jaw to give it strength. I ran a wire, through a
series of eyelets, along the whole length of the rod and then
down into a ring which fit around my finger: so when | pulled on
the ring, the spring would make the front section bend over. On
the front section, also, were the mechanisms for making the jaw
open and the little arms move out. These were just activated by
air. I ran little air tubes through the model and connected them
to rubber squeeze bulbs, so all you had to do was squeeze one to
activate the mechanism. There was also a little bladder inside
the thing’s chest so it could breathe, and a bladder on each side
of the head so the gills would pulse. Then I ran another tube up to
the mouth and connected that to a bottle of fluid, so that when
you squeezed the bottle, saliva would run out. The teeth | made
out of epoxy, and they were then metalized in a centrifugal
vacuum machine. Everything was really very simple. What was
difficult was getting it all to fit in this narrow sausage shape. It
was also very difficult to hide anything. Normally, if you're work-
ing with a dinosaur, or something like that, you can slash him
open and stitch him back up — you‘ve got all kinds of scales and
folds to conceal whatever you've done. But this thing was so
smooth, with hardly any detail, that if you made a mistake it was
damn near impossible to get inside it again without destroying
it.”

Dicken was working concurrently on the face-hugger. In the
absence of anything more definitive, he had been given Giger’s
original concept paintings, which were greatly out of scale,
along with some instructions from Ridley Scott on what
modifications needed to be made. The guidance, however,
proved inadequate to the task.

“There was a big meeting,”” Dan O’'Bannon recalled, “and
everybody was talking at the same time and trying to tell Dicken
what the hell it should look like. Finally, Ridley pulled out
Giger’s book and said: ‘Look, | want these fingers here on this
page: and [ want that over there for the back; and then I want the
tail from this other page.” And Dicken was just confused. He
couldn’t absorb it all the way it was being thrown at him. So |
asked Ridley if I could take a try at it. and he said, 'Go ahead.” So 1
went over to the art department with Dicken and we took a

drafting table and a huge piece of paper and some pencils. | drew
two heads on the paper, and then | opened up Giger’s book and
put it down in front of us. ‘All right.” I said. ‘Ridley said he
wanted part of this body, right?” And I sketched it out. ‘And he
liked these fingers.’ So | added the fingers. ‘And he wanted this
tail.”

“Well, while we were doing this, Giger came in — his plane had
arrived from Switzerland — and he had some new designs for the
face-hugger. And they were very similar to what we were putting
together on the drawing board — not identical, but similar. His
had an eye on the back,and the shape of it was much more like
the palm of a hand. I looked at them and I said, ‘Oh, that’s good.”
Then Giger looked at the thing [ was sketching with Dicken, and
he said, ‘No, that’s better: that’s much better.” I was really
flattered. So I said, ‘Then I should continue with it?” And he said,
‘Oh, yes.” So we went on. When it came to trying to figure out
what kind of a skeletal understructure the thing would need so
the fingers could hook up, I got Ron Cobb over and he scrawled
out his ideas — which, as usual, were excellent. Then I cleaned
the whole thing up a little and did it in ink — exact size — and
that’s what we went with. I wasreally pleased, because | had kind
of eclectically constructed the face-hugger out of the things that
Ridley wanted and the things that Giger wanted, and some good
ideas from Cobb and from Dicken. Then we put it through the
blueprint machine, got Ridley to okay it, and Roger went off and
built it.”

““The face-hugger was sculpted in plasticene,” Dicken
explained. “Then | made a plaster cast and a slush rubber mold
which I strengthened with fiberglass on the underside, ending
up with a hollow crab-like shell. Inside was a metal spine going
down the middle, with little metal sections on it to hold the artic-
ulated fingers. All eight fingers were cast from the same mold
and were latex-covered, with aluminum armatures pinned at
each joint so they would be absolutely flexible. These were
sprung closed under tension. Then, from the tip of each finger,
there were wires going up the inside, so that when you pulled on
them, off-camera, the fingers would open and it could clip over
the actor’s face. To help hold it on, I put little eyelets in the
fingertips and we ran rubber bands between them — under the
head where they wouldn’t show. The tail was just a flexible cord
covered with foam and latex. All together, | made four or five
face-huggers — one only that was fully articulated, one for
underbelly shots, and about three dummy models that just had
wire armatures so the fingers could be positioned.

"My own concept of the face-hugger was something a little
more spiny, with claws — something you couldn‘t get ahold of
even to try and pull it off. Self-preserving, in fact. To me, those
long skinny fingers just didn’t give the feeling that this thing
had the strength to really cling onto someone’s face like that.
But that’s how Ridley wanted them — thin and smooth. Id also
liked to have seen some kind of barbed fingertips rather than the
smooth human-type nails they wanted.”

Dicken’s initial face-hugger made it through virtually
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unscathed, as did his modified chest-burster: but the large alien
form was still giving him major problems. “’| was told they didn’t
want a rubber suit for the big alien. They wanted a translucent
skin so you could see the actor’s own muscles flexing; and for
the head they wanted me to stick closely to the very large head
Giger had on the illustration in his book.”

It was not until early May that the protracted casting call for a
suitable alien was finally completed. Selected for his physical
stature and grace of bearing was a 6'10" Nigerian art student,
Bolaji Badejo, whose first official tasking was to report to the
plaster shop for a full-length body mold. From that, a life-size
mannequin was produced and delivered to Roger Dicken. I set
the thing up in my lounge and spent a few days building up
muscles and tissues on it in clay. I even did a wire mesh and card-
board mockup of the head — which looked ridiculous, because
in order to maintain the scale from Giger’s picture, the head had
to be almost six feet long. It was just much, much too big to
mount on a human form.”

H.R. Giger had expressed a strong desire to fulfill his Alien
obligations without relocating to London, and though Ridley
Scott had acquiesced on the point, it was never his intention to
let Giger remain in Zurich. “He didn't want to leave his
workshop, which I could understand, and he‘d had a bad ex-
perience earlier with film people — but | wasn‘t about to let him
off the hook, I knew that if I could get him personally involved in
the film he would become absolutely obsessive about it — and
frankly, that would be one less aspect I would have to be
obsessive about.”

In late May, Gordon Carroll telephoned Giger and invited him
to London to observe the progress being made on the alien
forms. “When | got to England,” Giger lamented, ‘I saw the ver-
sion of my large alien and it looked terrible — like a dinosaur
from Disneyland. I was very depressed because I don't like to do
a nice design and then have it turned into something awful.”

Partially as a result of Giger’s reaction, Dicken’s initial stab at
capturing the large alien was rejected out-of-hand, without a
great deal in the way of sound criticism to further guide him.
“Dicken didn’t see himself as a slave to Giger’s design,”
O’Bannon proffered, “’so he made a very free interpretation of it.
He had no intention of literally changing this flat piece of art-
work into a three-dimensional thing. It was just a design, and he
was going to incorporate his own creative input and his own uni-
que texture, However, when Giger came over and looked at the
way Dicken had sculpted his stuff, he said: ‘No, he doesn’t
understand. It’s supposed to be exactly like what | painted —
this is different.”””

Even though he had spent only a few days on the large alien,
Roger Dicken had reached his limit. “I’d already had enough
hassles with the chest-burster and the face-hugger to know that |
Jjust wasn’t going to be able to come up with something workable
in the amount of time I had left. So | ended up writing a letter to
the production office and telling them that they’d better get
somebody else to do the big one. Pandemonium set in, and they






said I was letting the picture down. But I just told them | wasn’t
going to give myself a nervous breakdown trying to create this
damned thing in the time required and under those cir-
cumstances. If I'd been left to my own devices, perhaps — but
not with all the continual changes and setbacks I'd come to ex-
pect after nearly three months of sweating blood over the
smaller ones.”

A frantic week followed, culminating with the collective
realization that only by putting a full team of craftsmen on the
project could they hope to have the pivotal alien lifeform com-
pleted in time. H.R. Giger, who had come to a private realization
that he alone could adequately transform his designs from two
dimensions into three, eased the problem somewhat by an-
nouncing his intent to remain in London and personally sculpt
the creature to his own specifications. "’Sculpting something is
much more difficult than painting,”” Giger allowed, ‘’because it
has to look good from every angle. It’s even more difficult if the
object has to move. My style of painting is a combination of art
nouveau and technical stuff. I call it biomechanics — kind of a
surrealistic mixture of biology and technology — and | wanted
the alien to have those same qualities. So I started out with kind
of a statue of Bolaji, and directly over that | modeled the shape of
the alien in plasticene, with bones and tubes and lots of
mechanical things. The head I built up from a real human skull
using plasticene and flexible piping and stuff.”

Once established on the Shepperton lot, Giger made a uni-
lateral bid to reaffirm the integrity of his highly personal vision
by commencing to sculpt his own versions of the two smaller
forms as well — this despite the fact that Roger Dicken’s render-
ings of both were virtually complete. “’He was trying to do all of
them,” Dan 0’'Bannon affirmed. “He was, of course, working on
the big one; but on his workbench he was also well underway on
both the face-hugger and the chest-burster. They were exquisite
pieces of sculpture, too — better, I think, than what were used in
the film. Especially the chest-burster. Giger really gave that
thing a nasty mouth. It was much larger in proportion to the rest
of the body, and the teeth were like oversized snake fangs, fully
extended — a set both on top and on the bottom. 1 mean, he was
building something designed for biting its way out — those
fangs looked like they could go through a piece of steel.”

Giger’s face-hugger, on the other hand, looked much like the
Roger Dicken version. "It was going to be very smooth and
slimy,” Giger explained, “with eight long, fine, but very strong
fingers. The main difference was that mine was going to be
translucent. | wanted the inside to be visible because it had a sort
of skeleton under the skin. After I'd started building the two
small ones, though, the producers stopped me because they
were worried that [ wouldn’t get the big one finished in time.”

For the big alien to function as Giger intended, however,
would require the employment of talents and techniques well
beyond the range of his considerable skills as a sculpture. Gor-
don Carroll again turned to Carlo Rambaldi, who had only
recently relocated from his garage to a more spacious workshop

facility in Tarzana. With the majority of his other projects now
under control, Rambaldi indicated he would indeed be able to
devote some time to the alien. Earlier commitments, however,
still precluded his remaining with the production until its
completion.

Working from the script and from copies of Giger’s artwork,
Rambaldi determined the mechanical moves needed for the
alien head and prepared several sketches and diagrams. "I
figured the head would require seven different movements, so [
proposed a series of mechanical joints and muscles activated by
flexible cables. The front portion needed to pivot up and down
and side to side, independent of the rest of the head. | wanted the
lips to curl back; and of course, the mouth had to open and close.
Inside, the tongue needed to move out and back, and its teeth
had to open and close. And I also thought there ought to be a
pulsating jugular movement at the throat.”

Once the designs were made and the drawings completed,
Rambaldi spent two weeks sculpting a two-foot-tall rendering of
the alien in clay in order to give some three-dimensional form to
Giger's concepts. He then video-recorded the full-figure
miniature from all angles and forwarded the tape and drawings
on to London. His efforts were reviewed by Scott and the pro-
ducers, who then telephoned back and advised him to proceed
with only the head mechanics. Since timing was critical and
Rambaldi’s availability limited, the remainder of the suit would
be done at the studio. Three weeks later it arrived, with an ac-
companying cast of Bolaji Badejo’s head to aid Rambaldi in
determining spatial constraints and arranging his mechanics.

“The head they sent us was cast in fiberglass,” explained
Ralph Cobos, Rambaldi’s chief assistant since King Kong, “and |
spent about a week just getting to where Carlo could work with
it. We couldn’t make a plaster mold off it because it was rigid and
had a lot of undercuts, so we went to a rubber mold which we had
to do in segments. From that we made a polyurethane cast which
gave us a flexible model to work with. Then we were able to use
that to make our plaster mold. We had to go to a plaster mold
rather than the rubber one because the special polyurethane
that Carlo developed for his models needs a very porous mold. So
all that took quite a while. After | made the mold, Carlo put a
layer of clay in it to represent the final thickness of the skin, and
then studied it to figure out where his mechanical parts were go-
ing to fit in.”

“’Since an actor had to wear the head it was very important to
make it as lightweight as possible,” Rambaldi elaborated. “I
used fiberglass for the skull and moving parts, and aluminum in-
side for support. The tongue, for example, was fiberglass
mounted on geared metal tracks and could extend about twenty
centimeters — either very slowly or very fast. Each moving part
was connected to a special sheathed cable — like hand brakes on
a bicycle, only more flexible — which ran out through a hole in
the base of the head. Normally, each moving part would require
only a single cable, but the sideways movement of the head and
the mechanism for the tongue required two opposing cables —

Carlo Rambaldi inspects the
fiberglass casting of Giger’s
alien head, sent to him from
London as the basis for his
own mechanized adaptation.
To attain the specific
articulation required by the
script, Rambaldi devised a
series of mechanical joints
and muscles activated
remotely by flexible bowden
cables. The actuating
mechanisms were encased in
a lightweight fiberglass skull
covered with a custom-
formula polyurethane skin.
When finished, the alien
contrivance weighed just
under nine pounds and fit
over Bolaji Badejo’s head like
an outsized helmet. /
Although most of the project
was completed in his
California workshop,
Rambaldi added final touches
in London, including chrome-
plated teeth and exposed
facial tendons fashioned from
rubber condoms. Much of the
rich detail, however, was then
obscured by the addition of a
smooth translucent shell
(absent here) which covered
totally the upper portion of
the head.
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To provide continuity between
the miniature and live-action
shooting, a forty-foot landing
leg was constructed for the
disembarkation sequence.
Since the night landing was to
take place in the midst of a
raging dust storm, the
massive set was lit harshly
from above and inundated
with huge amounts of wind-
blown vermiculite. As a
Jurther enhancement to scale,
three small children (lower
center) were outfitted in
diminutive spacesuits and
used as stand-ins for the
principal players.
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kind of like reins on a horse. So there were nine all together. The
cables were seven meters long and connected to hand-operated
levers mounted on a wooden panel. By operating the levers in
various combinations, a great many moves were possible.”
The foam latex skin which covered the fiberglass skull and
concealed the mechanics was cast from the plaster mold by
Ralph Cobos. Using a custom formula Rambaldi spent two years
perfecting, Cobos was able to produce a quarter-inch layer of
polyurethane with virtually the same textural properties as
human tissue. “Regular polyurethane has two components,”
Cobos explained, “a base and a catalyst. Ours has seven. For
some applications we might need more strength: for others we
might want more elasticity. Since each additive controls a dif-
ferent variable, we can alter the characteristics of the
polyurethane by varying its components. One of the things that
makes Carlo’s figures so unique is that his polyurethane has a

nice skin on it when it comes out of the mold. It wrinkles like real.

skin and stretches like real skin. Regular polyurethane doesn’t
have a skin at all — its just kind of spongy.”

While Rambaldi labored some seven thousand miles away, the
producers commissioned David Watling to construct yet another
head, identical in appearance and function, as a hedge against
the possibility that Rambaldi’s would not work satisfactorily or
he would be unable to deliver on time. Watling, whose engineer-
ing firm on the Shepperton lot had manufactured the seven
R2-D2 units used in Star Wars, approached his tasking somewhat
differently, however. “'Our brief was to articulate the head with
the same movements as the one Rambaldi was making. but by
using a radio control system rather than cables. We therefore
designed and built remote control devices which gave full pro-
portional control to the lips and the position of the inner teeth
mounted on the tongue. The main jaw and tongue were activated
by air cylinders, which in turn were controlled by valves
operated by the radio control system. The radio receiver and pro-
portional servos were mounted in the head of the creature, while
the air supply and a miniature battery pack were mounted inside
the costume on the actor’s back."”

By the time principal photography began in early July, Dan
O’Bannon’s script had gone through five rewrites, none of which
significantly altered the thrust of his original narrative. Most of
the dialog had been rewritten, though, and emphasis on the
characters had shifted. 0’'Bannon’s crew of six had been essen-
tially underdeveloped and virtually indistinguishable from one
another; in fact, they had been written to be played inter-
changeably by men or women. The Hill-Giler crewmembers,
while still sparse in characterization, had at least been broken
out by sex and instilled with some semblance of individuality.
Plot refinements were numerous, but the most notable addition
to the script was the inclusion of a seventh crewmember — an
implausibly perfect android charged with supporting a top
secret company edict calling for preservation of the alien
lifeform at all cost, even at the expense of the crew.

Tom Skerritt was cast as Dallas, the Nostromo’s low-key cap-

tain, whose early demise ran counter to norm for the genre;
Sigourney Weaver was the fiery warrant officer, Ripley, sole sur-
vivor of the alien debacle; Veronica Cartwright was the mousy
navigator, Lambert, totally unable to cope with the situation; lan
Holm was the icy science officer and closet android, Ash. Jon
Finch had been signed to play executive officer, Kane, the alien
parasite’s first victim and unwitting host: but after several days
of shooting he was hospitalized with a diabetic ailment and had
to be replaced by John Hurt. Harry Dean Stanton and Yaphet
Kotto rounded out the crew as engineers Brett and Parker.

A major disappointment for Dan O’‘Bannon was the decision to
eliminate the alien pyramid and relocate the egg chamber into a
lower deck of the derelict spacecraft. “l saw the inhabitants of
this planetoid as tough and primitive, and with an extremely
complicated sexual cycle. Reproduction was very difficult for
them and had therefore become central to their religion. And
this pyramid was a temple to reproduction. When the astronauts
come upon this crumbling structure covered with ugly angular
carvings, they begin to realize that they are in the presence of
real antiquity. They’re unable to find an entrance at the base, so
they scale the pyramid and discover at the top a flue that goes
straight down from the peak. This was where the Kane character
set up his tripod and winch and lowered himself down — way
below ground level — to the floor of this chamber. Using his suit
lights, he looks around in the darkness and in the middle of the
room finds a huge stone plinth with blood drains in it. All over
the walls are alien hieroglyphics. Also in there, centrally
located, are these eggs — spores really. See, these alien beings
had two sexes of their own, but they needed a third host animal
to reproduce. So they’d bring in an animal, put it up on the
plinth with a spore, and whammo! Then they'd lead the in-
seminated animal off to an enclosure somewhere to await the
birth. But the planetoid was now dead and this civilization had
been gone for a million years. All that remained of it was this
pyramid and the spores — which can survive dormant for in-
credible lengths of time under even the most adverse conditions.
That’s what I originally saw. And since I made it up, naturally I'm
going to like it better; but to me, that’s a lot more sinister
sequence of events and a lot more ingenious than blurring the
two cultures together.”

““The pyramid was one of several ideas we had for the egg
chamber,” explained Michael Seymour, “‘but it was abandoned
fairly early on — for economic reasons primarily, but also for
time. The economic framework we were trying to work within
was very restricted, and the amount of set construction we could
afford was limited. There was also a limit to the amount of
shooting time, and to the amount of screen time. All these fac-
tors were involved.”

"It was also a matter of pacing,” Ridley Scott added. “'In the
original O’'Bannon-Shusett script, the walk about the planet was
a lengthy process — terrifically interesting to read, but in film
terms it would have been too long. If we’d shot it that way, it
would have taken an hour and a quarter before we got to the part
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where anything was really happening.”

Principal photography got off to a slow start, primarily
because Scott and his crew had to shoot around the Nostromo in-
teriors, most of which were still unfinished. A major sequence
photographed during this period was the landing party’s de-
scent onto the planetoid surface. In order to convey the im-
mense scale of the Nostromo and provide a visual link with the
actual landing, which would be shot months later using
miniatures, a forty-foot representation of one of the ship’s land-
ing legs was constructed on Shepperton’s largest stage and sur-
rounded with a rudimentary alien landscape. As a further
enhancement to scale, three small children wearing miniature
spacesuits stood in for the principal players during the long
shots. To simulate a blinding dust storm, the stage was filled
with smoke — actually a low-grade diesel fuel, vaporized and
suspended in air — while giant wind machines inundated the
playing area with grit.

“We used vermiculite,” Nick Allder explained. “In fact, we
used a lot of vermiculite — somewhere in the region of two or
three hundred bags a day. Normally I think it’s used for insula-
tion and things like that, but it was ideal for this purpose
because it looks rather like small pebbles, even though it’s ac-
tually very lightweight. Then, in addition to the vermiculite and
the smoke, I used a lot of live steam venting out of the leg, just
for atmosphere.”

Perhaps the first indication for the cast that they were involved
in anything but a routine shocker came after the first couple
weeks of principal photography. Barely adjusted to the
claustrophobic labyrinth of Michael Seymour’s ingeniously ex-
ecuted set, and still in the early stages of building credible
characters from the painfully sketchy script, the small ensemble
faced its first encounter with the alien horror only slightly more
prepared than the ill-fated characters they were playing. Giger’s
alien was still under construction and under wraps, and Roger
Dicken’s work had been completed entirely off the lot; so the
creature in its various forms remained a mere figment of in-
dividual imaginations. They had, of course, read the scripted ac-
count of the alien “’birth”* and seen a sketch or two, but nothing
had primed them for the horror show Ridley Scott had in store.

"It took a long time to set up the shot,”” Dan 0’'Bannon recalled,
“and except for John Hurt, none of the actors were allowed on the
set. The footage preceding the actual effect they’d already shot —
all yakkety-yak and eating, and then John Hurt choking and fall-
ing across the table with everybody yelling and grabbing his
arms and legs. They did all that the previous afternoon. The next
day they were going to take it from that point on, and a lot of peo-
ple on the crew who really weren’t involved in the scene started
showing up, myself included. We all staked out strategic spots
around the set and waited — everybody wanted to watch.

“They’d already cut a hole in the table so John Hurt could get
underneath and put his head and arms out. Then they put this
false chest up over him that was made of fiberglass, with a big
round hole cut in the middle of it and slots to fit over his

shoulders. For John to get himself into a configuration where it
looked natural — his shoulders and arms and head in relation to
that chest — he really had to twist back into a pretty uncomfort-
able position.”

Although the original intent had been to use Roger Dicken's
handheld chest-burster throughout, Ridley Scott and the effects
team had had subsequent second thoughts. ““Roger wanted to
do the whole thing by hand from under the table,” Brian
Johnson explained, “but we figured by the time we got John
Hurt in position, along with all the other gear we’d be needing,
there just wasn’t going to be enough room for Roger to get in
there and exert the kind of pressure we wanted. He wouldn’t
have the leverage. So we decided what we needed was some kind
of a hydraulic-type mechanism to get that initial violent thrust
through the chest.”” Too, since Scott anticipated a number of
retakes, he preferred the predictability of a device which could
guarantee precision and repeatability, take after take.

So Roger Dicken was contacted and asked to prepare a rigid
version of the articulated chest-burster then under construction.
“I'm a loner,” Dicken professed. 'l like to work on my own; and 1
like to do the effect on my own, if I can. And this kind of thing’s
been a source of friction on some other shows I've done. It seems
the special effects guys who are overlording the rest of the pic-
ture always want to jump on the bandwagon. But I didn’t want to
be a bastard to work with, so I said okay. | made a slush rubber
cast of the chest-burster — without the tail — and filled it up with
plaster and put a metal rod in it which had a hole on the bottom
so they could bolt it into something. There was also a loose lower
jaw with a pin through it, and a piece of wire to pull it open; but
that’s all. It couldn’t do anything else.”

Nick Allder, meanwhile, fashioned a cantilever device de-
signed to thrust the plaster chest-burster upward with con-
siderable force. This, in turn, was positioned beneath the
cutaway table, sandwiched in between John Hurt’s contorted
body and the underside of the fake chest piece which had been
bolted securely into place.

“Once the creature was rigged up,” 0’Bannon continued,
“they stuffed the chest cavity full of organs from the butcher
shop. Then they ran in a couple of big hoses — may an inch in
diameter or a little less — to pump artificial stage blood. And
during all this, Ridley moved about attending to the finest
detail. | remember, easily half an hour was spent with him drap-
ing this little piece of beef organ so it would hang out of the
creature’s mouth. Once all that was done, they took a tee shirt
that they'd cut the back off of, and then very carefully put John
in it and draped it over the chest.””

"The tee shirt was one of the things that gave us the most
problems,’” Nick Allder recalled. ‘‘Obviously, the creature had to
be able to burst through it, so we experimented with various
Kinds of chemicals and diluted battery acids to weaken the
fabric. But Ridley didn’t want it to just go splat on through. What
he wanted was for the fabric to withstand the force of the
mechanism for two or three quick punches before it finally burst:

Dallas, Kane and Lambert
descend onto the planetoid
surface to search for the
source of the alien
transmission. / H.R. Giger
originally conceived the
planetoid topography as
rugged and hostile, with
towering bone-shaped rock
formations and deep chasms,
but budgetary constraints
imposed a much more modest
concept. Shown here without
benefit of the dust storm
effects used in the film, the
plaster-formed setting
assumes a spartan
appearance. Scenic paintings
to the right add depth and
scale. / The derelict’s
entryways were constructed
in wood and plaster, and
served as a link between the
miniature and live-action
photography. As with most of
Giger's designs, they repre-
sent an aesthetic union of
elements both organic and
mechanical,

CINEFEX 1 P 51






Preparations for the chest-
burster sequence involved
cutting a hole in the mess
table and positioning John
Hurt underneath so that only
his head and arms were
visible. A fiberglass chest
piece was bolted into place
and filled with blood hoses
and animal entrails supplied
by a local butcher shop. Three
cameras were used — all
covered with clear plastic. /
For the actual thrust through
the shirt, a plaster replica of
the chest-burster was
attached to a cantilever air
ram. As the head emerged, a
simple wire mechanism
pulled the pivoted jaw open.
/ An effects technician
dresses the chest-burster with
animal organs as Ridley Scott
and John Hurt confer
between takes. / Once the
emergence was recorded, the
plaster chest-burster was
replaced by a hand-
articulated variant built and
operated by Roger Dicken.
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so we had to be very careful to rot the fabric just enough, but not
too much.”

Preparations continued until noon, at which time a call went
out to the rest of the cast. The sight that greeted them was
disconcerting, to say the least. John Hurt — or half of him, since
the false chest ended abruptly at the waistline — lay on the table
smoking a cigarette: the director and crew were bustling about
in white coveralls; and three Panavision cameras, all shrouded
in clear plastic, had been squeezed into position within the con-
fines of the ship’s mess. “The actors were a little uneasy,” 0’Ban-
non observed. “Normally you don’t use that many cameras
unless something’s unrepeatable, and it looked like some in-
credible explosion was going to occur.”

Ridley Scott’s rationale was thoroughly calculated. ““What
happened on the table was, after all, just an effect, and we could
reproduce it as many times as we needed to get it right. It was
simply a matter of fiddling with it and shooting it again and
again and again until it was perfect. The reactions to it were go-
ing to be the most difficult thing. If an actor’s just acting ter-
rified, he never quite goes over the top and you don‘t get that
genuine look of raw animal fear. What | wanted was sort of a
hardcore reaction, and I thought it best to give the actors an
edge by not familiarizing them totally with what was going to
happen. So when we started the scene, all three cameras were on
the actors rather than the table.”

The effects crew was well represented during the chest-burster
shooting. "I think we had about five or six operatives on the day
we were doing that,” Brian Johnson reflected. “One guy was
operating the actual mechanism that pushed through the chest;
a couple others were sort of holding John Hurt in the right posi-
tion and working one of the pumps; and then we had other peo-
ple rhythmically operating valves so the blood would come
squirting out. The mechanism itself was an air ram that ran off
compressed air — about a hundred or hundred -and-fifty pounds
pressure — and we had it installed so that it levered the chest-
burster up at the proper angle, but still left enough room in there
for the blood pumps and various bits and pieces of offal and
other stuff that were brought in fresh every morning. At the
same time, we had to allow room for John Hurt to breathe
because he was laying at an angle underneath the table. As a
result, the chest-burster only came out about eight or nine
inches, and in the start position the head was just below the sur-
face of the chest cavity.”

But all did not go according to plan. “The actors gathered
around,” Dan O’Bannon recalled, “and when they ran the
cameras, John began working up to his level of agony and the
rest of them started grabbing onto him and shouting like they
had the night before. Finally, Ridley said, ‘Hit it!", and the head
started bumping against the shirt. But it wouldn’t break through
— the acid hadn’t weakened it enough. There was blood
spreading all over the shirt, though, and the thing was bumping
around inside — and that in itself was enough to scatter the ac-
tors. They hurled themselves back to the walls of the set and
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threw their hands up over their faces. But nothing happened, so
they had to get another shirt and try again. This time, in addition
to the acid, they made a lot of little slits with a razor blade, and
the head did come out.

“They did about four takes. On one of them, one of the blood
hoses happened to be angled straight at Veronica Cartwright’s
face; and as soon as that thing came out of there, this jet of
blood, about three feet long, caught her smack in the kisser and
knocked her right off her feet. She was drenched from head to
toe with artificial blood, and she was screaming — it was pretty
convincing.”

*‘ was pumping something in the range of six gallons of blood
on each take,” Allder commented, ““and it went literally all over
the set. In fact, it took a good hour and a half to clean up be-
tween takes.” In addition to a complete wipe-down on the set,
cleanup required the rearrangement of props which had been
scattered in the fracas and a full change of clothing for the cast.
Meanwhile, the effects crew rerigged their ram mechanism.

“One of the problems,”” Dan O’Bannon observed, ““was that
the control was not very subtle. They’d hit the lever and there'd
be a loud hiss, and this thing would just come shooting out of
there like a jack-in-the-box and lock into position. Ridley was
kind of bothered by that, and he’d say, ‘Can’t you make it seem
like it's struggling out?’ Sa they tried giving it little bursts of air:
but when they did, it just kind of bounced up and down like a
ballcock in a swimming mask.”

Once the gruesome emergence of the alien newborn was
recorded to Ridley Scott’s satisfaction, the air ram mechanism
was dismantled and Roger Dicken climbed under the table with
his hand-operated chest-burster. ““That was quite an
experience,” Dicken recalied. 1 was in overalls and goggles:
there were air hoses and blood lines running all over: and John
Hurt was Kind of half-crammed in there, too — so we were all legs
and feet and kicking each other in the teeth. | worked the pistol
grip and the jaw, and various effects guys helped out with the ap-
pendages and the saliva and all. Forcing it through the pre-
lacerated shirt wasn’t a problem at all because it had the metal
armature running through it: so as far as | could see, the whole
business with the plaster chest-burster and the ram was just to
make things more involved. Obviously, it was only going to work
for the initial thrust anyway — once it came out, it couldn’t do
anything. So what was the purpose? Just to break a tee shirt?
Personally, | would have preferred to have seen it come out
much more slowly — kind of struggling to pull itself free. But
they wanted the shock effect of the sudden burst, so that's what
they got.”

After a few additional bursts through the shirt, John Hurt was
allowed to extricate himself from under the table as the cameras
moved in for closeups. Operating now in a less restricted en-
vironment, Dicken manually produced the creature’s birth cry
and first attempts to orient itself to its new environment. Casting
about blindly and snapping its gleaming metallic teeth, the little
assassin slithers across the gore-strewn table and disappears

before the horrified crew can recover and react.

“The table was a circular one,”” Dicken continued, “slit
through the middle: and they raised one half up a couple of
inches camera-side so they could shoot from alow angle without
the gap being seen. | was lying on my back on a trolley
underneath holding the chest-burster up through the crack: and
then during the take, they’d just whip the trolley across the
floor. The original tail was hanging straight down through all
this. What you saw was another one | had made up which was fit-
ted with a piece of polythene tubing, and then just simply tied
around the bottom of the model and around my wrist. Effects
technician Allan Bryce connected the tube up to a compressed
air bottle and when the air was turned on, the tail thrashed about
as the creature made its exit, knocking over cups and food con-
tainers placed along its path.”

“After it left the table,” Scott revealed, "'l wanted to see it
whack off down the corridor trailing blood and gore and a few in-
testines. We could have done it easily. The floor of the set was
designed with special latticework to conceal the rails we’d need
to mount it on. But we just couldn’t get it in time, so | had to drop
it.” Nevertheless, a full afternoon and evening before the
cameras yielded enough fragmented footage for Ridley Scott to
fashion a convincing and gut-wrenched montage of explicit car-
nage — the anly graphic excess in a film whose horrors, for the
most part, were characterized by suggestion and indirection.

Of the three alien forms, only the face-hugger is shown in
lingering detail. Drawing upon queasy primal fears of things that
creep and crawl, the slimy miscegenation of insect, crustacean
and snake succeeds utterly in inducing a response of stifling
revulsion. “We wanted to be sure it looked like an animal,”
Ridley Scott explained, “‘so we designed it very much from the
point of view of something which had just come out of the womb.
For that reason, we decided to use natural flesh tone. We tried
coloring it in various other ways and it always looked hokey —
and less frightening, somehow. I think it's very effective now —
the half armadillo, half hard-shell back: the pair of testacle-like
lungs: and the real killer is that stinger tail.”

The face-hugger was the second alien form to go before the
cameras. The creature’s attack on Kane would be left until late in
the shooting schedule, but its unveiling in the Nostromo’s
autodoc was captured in the early weeks of principal photo-
araphy. Only after Kane had been placed on the examination
table and the remains of his helmet cut away, did the full horror
of his encounter become apparent — clamped squarely over his
face was the gruesome alien organism, held firmly in place by
eight spindly fingers and secured by a long tail which con-
stricted tightly around Kane's neck at the slightest hint of an at-
tempt to disengage it. “You could leave that thing sitting on his
face all day and nothing much would happen, "’ said Ridley Scott,
“but that tail gave it punch — made it alive. And articulating it
was dead easy. We just covered the tail with vaseline to make it
slippery, fastened a piano wire to the tip of it, and then pulled
from below so it slid across his neck and tightened at the same

Nick Allder positions blood
hoses and entrails around the
plaster chest-burster. / The
alien’s escape was effected by
splitting the table in half to
create an open pathway. and
then positioning Roger Dicken
and his hand-operated chest-
burster on a small trolley
underneath. During the take,
a separate lail was attached
to a compressed air bottle and
made to thrash about while
technicians yanked the trolley
across the floor. / Roger
Dicken and his articulated
creature. A metal rod
extended from the nose of the
creature down to a pistol grip
mechanism by which Dicken
could control the head
movements. To open and
close the jaws, Dicken pulled
on a concealed wire atfached
to a ring around his finger.
Other functions were
activated by small air tubes
connected to rubber squeeze
bulbs.
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Kane's plexiglass faceplate —
melted with a blowtorch — is
cut apart, unveiling the alien
face-hugger for the first time.
/ Roger Dicken constructed
the rubber face-hugger over a
fiberglass shell, with an
aluminum armature for
articulation. It was held
snugly in place by rubber
bands which ran under John
Hurt’s head and connected
opposing fingertips. Air tubes
introduced a rhythmic
pulsation to the creature’s
testicles, and its segmented
tail could be made to constrict
simply by pulling on a piano
wire affixed to the end. / In
the autodoc sel, Ridley Scott
and Roger Dicken prepare for
the face-hugger sequence.
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time.”

A key element in the face-hugger sequence was the realization
for the crew that they were dealing with a creature infinitely
more dangerous than even the ferocity of its initial onslaught
had suggested. When efforts to pry the tenacious beast from
Kane's face prove unfruitful, Ash and Dallas mount a more direct
assaull by atlempling to amputate one of its fingers. At the first
incision, however, a yellowish fluid oozes from the wound. In-
credibly corrosive, it eats through the floor within seconds,
penetrating two decks of the ship and threatening the hull
before its virulence dissipates.

“What really bothered me about the whole idea of this thing
running around on the ship,” said Dan O’Bannon, “was why
they didn’t just kill it. Why didn't they spear the goddamn thing?
Or shoot it with some kind of gun that wouldn’t go right through
it and penetrate the hull? Or why couldn’t they get a bunch of
long pointed shafts and drive it out into the airlock? I mentioned
that to Ron Cobb, and he said, "Why not give it extremely cor-
rosive blood that would eat through the hull?’ And I said, ‘Well,
that doesn’t make much sense; but it would certainly make it
very, very difficult for them to deal with it on board the ship’ —
so | put it in.”

"“I'd designed the face-hugger,”” Roger Dicken explained, "so
that one of the fingers had a special joint where you could unclip
it and take it off. For the acid scene, | made about six replace-
ment fingers with tubes inside so we could cut into them with the
laser and the acid would run out.”

The task of actually devising a substance that would appear to
eat its way almost instantaneously through the deck fell to the
special effects department. “’First, we had sections of the deck
made out of styrofoam and painted silver,” Brian Johnson
revealed. “Then we produced a mixture of chemicals that actual-
ly was pretty corrosive — you wouldn’t want to get it on your
skin, you know. It was mainly chloroform and acetone, with
some cyclohexylamine and acetic acid and one or two other
things thrown in. And that stuff just ate right through the
styrofoam, but it left enough color behind so it really looked like
metal.”’

Roger Dicken disagreed. “To me the effect looked just like
cellulose thinners on polystyrene. And | don’t know why they did
it that way, because several weeks before they were going to do
that shot, I concocted a special mixture which I formed into the
shape of a metal girder — just a few inches long, with rivets in it
— and | took it to the studio and showed it to Ivor Powell and
some of the other guys who were working on the movie. I also
took along a small leg with a hollow tube in it and a squeeze bot-
tle full of colored water. When I cut the leg with arazor blade, the
water dropped onto my pseudo-girder and it immediately started
to foam up and disintegrate. To my way of thinking, it looked
very much like metal on the melt; but for some reason, they
decided not to use it.”

Once its life function is fulfilled, the face-hugger dies. Seeking
some clue as to its nature, Ash inverts the bizarre parasite and

examines it minutely in the ship’s science lab. In contrast to the
formidable exoskeleton it had earlier exhibited, the creature’s
underside appeared totally unprotected, a mass of naked organs
and exposed tissue. “You can’t build something like that,”
Ridley Scott explained. “"You could spend months on it, and it
still wouldn't look right: so I sent a guy off to the market every
morning and he’'d come in with plastic containers of offal and
lungs and some stuff we call Nottingham lace, which is the cover-
ing of a pig’s tongue that they peel off like skin and people eat it.
It is beautiful, though. In fact, it’s so beautiful, it almost looks ar-
tificial. We also brought in bucketfuls of stuff from the local
fishmonger, Then we had it cleaned and steamed — it was like an
operating theater in there. Roger Dicken designed a rubber cas-
ing for it, and then Patti Rodgers would place the stuff in there
and arrange it. She kept coming in while we were shooting say-
ing, ‘What do you think of this?" — and if there were strangers on
the set, we'd get some pretty amusing reactions. The most in-
teresting results, we found, came from arranging miniature
squid, thinly sliced, with mussels and clams and two large
oysters, Just staring at it was enough to make audiences uncom-
fortable, and that’s what | wanted.”

In late August. with only finishing touches yet to do, Rambaldi
flew to London with three alien heads. Two were identical and
fully articulated — one a primary: the other a backup. The third
was a lightweight version, without mechanics except for the lips.
For long shots requiring no articulation at all. studio craftsmen
had struck an additional three heads from Giger's mold — in-
cluding a soft-rubber variant to be used during some of the more
elaborate stunt sequences.

With guidance from Ridley Scott and H.R. Giger, Rambaldi
made minor alterations and completed the unfinished details.
Highly polished chrome teeth were implanted into the jaw and
tongue: and since Scott wanted them visible even when the
mouth was closed, Rambaldi fashioned the lips from transparent
rubber. Rambaldi also stretched rubber condoms between upper
and lower jaws to serve as exposed tendons. When all the detail-
ing was complete, H.R. Giger airbrush-painted it in character-
istic blacks and browns. Finally, a smooth vacuum-formed
plastic shell was fitted over the top of the head, enshrouding in
translucence the nasal cavity and eyeless sockets which still
suggested a human lineage. It no longer looked precisely like
the sculpted prototype. Giger felt it had taken on a more apelike
countenance, a fact which at first distressed him, but which he
later reconciled to artistic license. In actuality, however, the
Rambaldi alterations were minor and almost strictly a function
of having to arrange the complex actuating mechanisms within
an extremely confined area. Still remarkably akin to its original
inspiration, the completed alien head was, by any account, an
unfettered embodiment of Necronom IV — an unmistakable
giant phallus, with teeth.

The alien head constructed by David Watling’s firm was vir-
tually identical in appearance: and even though it had been
completed and delivered more than a month before Rambaldi’s,
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it was never used in the film. “’David Watling’s machine was ac-
tually very clever,” Ivor Powell attested, “’but ironically, we
never used it because there was no call to use it. Most of the alien
shooting was finally done pretty close up, and therefore the
cable system of Rambaldi’s was much more practical. Remote
control just isn‘t as subtle as a hand-operated mechanism. If
we'd wanted a lot of long shots, though — with freedom from
cables — the Watling head would have been very useful.”

Concurrent with the construction of the alien head, modeler
Eddie Butler and his crew of studio technicians had been hard at
work transforming the remainder of H.R. Giger’s alien sculpture
into a rubber suit which could be worn by Bolaji Badejo. “'The
first costume was so cumbersome that the actor couldn’t do a
dgreat deal of movement in it,” said Brian Johnson. ““And though
Ridley never intended to be so explicit with the alien that you
could stare at it for minutes at a time and see everything, he did
want it to be fairly flexible. He wanted the creature to be able to
roll up in a ball and that sort of thing. Well, they couldn’t do any
of that in the beginning — the costume was just too rigid — so
there had to be considerable modifications.”

The optimum solution to the problem came in the form of a
suit comprised of a dozen or more separate elements. Over a one-
piece black body suit, Badejo was able to pull on the leg pieces
like a pair of pants. The torso section slid over his head, and the
arms pulled on like sleeves. Rubber feet fit over his own, and the
nonarticulated six-digit hands were worn like gloves.

An articulated tail, built by David Watling, attached separate-
ly. The tail was more difficult than the head,”” Watling said, “as
it was about seven feet long and had to operate without any ex-
ternal wires. The problem was resolved by examining the way in
which a real tail operates and then simplifying the construction
in order to produce the limited number of movements required.
Basically, we used a real vertibrate construction, replacing
muscles with wires. All together, there were more than six hun-
dred separate parts. When it was finished, it was attached to a
molded fiberglass plate which was firmly anchored inside the
costume.”

Once completed, the basic suit was augmented by a number of
others designed for specific movements and camera angles, and
was produced in sufficient numbers to facilitate cleaning and
repairs. An additional variant, somewhat more diminutive, had
to be constructed for stuntman Eddie Powell who doubled for
Badejo in some of the more dangerous scenes. When finished,
each suit was painted by H.R. Giger using his airbrush and a mix-
ture of ink and acrylic paint. Roger Dicken found it ironic that a
number of the most bothersome specifications he had been
given to work with had been totally cast aside — most notably,
the suit was no longer translucent, and the head had been scaled
down by nearly half.

Rambaldi departed London after two frenzied weeks, leaving
in his stead an old associate from Rome, Carlo DeMarchis. DeMar-
chis stayed for the duration, supervising use of the Rambaldi
heads during photography, orchestrating required moves, and

training the technicians needed to manipulate the mechanical
contrivances.

At its best, though, the creature was still far from perfect. “The
alien was an immensely elaborate and detailed piece of work,”
Michael Seymour explained, “but we had to be very careful
about how we shot it. And we had countless discussions about
that, because in the end, if you held on it for more than a few
seconds it became just another man in a rubber monster suit —
and of course, that was unacceptable.”

"“The cables coming out of the head were a bit of a problem,”
Brian Johnson added. *‘We had to dress those so you couldn’t see
them and at the same time allow the maximum amount of flex-
ibility. Also, we found that you could see the mechanism which
operated the head. So that’s when the goo appeared — the goo
covered up the mechanism. We rubbed the whole head with K-Y
Jjelly and also had it oozing out of the mouth. We must have used
gallons of that stuff, because it drips off slowly and you‘re con-
stantly replacing it.”” While the lubricant jelly did an admirable
job of camouflaging flaws and making the alien look even more
nauseating, its use tended to wash out the skin coloring. As a
result, Giger had to repaint his creature after each day’s
shooting.

The first use of the full-size alien coincided with its initial ap-
pearance in the film. Brett, foolishly wandering off in search of
the ship’s cat, is the first to fall victim to the creature in its
mature form, transformed beyond recognition to an awesome
seven-foot engine of destruction. The encounter takes place in
the lower recesses of the Nostromo’s utility deck, in a towering
chamber housing one of the ship’s retractable landing legs. The
forty-foot leg, left over from the earlier-photographed landing
sequence, had been hoisted a few feet off the stage and the
chamber constructed around it. To heighten its visual eeriness,
criss-crossed shafts of light streamed through overhead lat-
ticework and water condensation trickled incessantly to the
floor.

In keeping with his wish to instill the creature with balletic
grace, Ridley Scott wanted to have it curled up, in total defiance
of gravity, about ten or twelve feet up the side of the landing leg.
Then as Brett entered the chamber, the beast would slowly un-
wind and swoop down, snatching the unsuspecting engineer and
disappearing with him up the shaft.

During the filming, however, Scott came up with an additional
embellishment. “’Ridley brought me onto the stage,” Nick Allder
related, ““and he said: ‘I want Brett to get it now, but I don't just
want the creature to dart out and menace him to start with. I'd
rather have it reach out and sort of caress his head — almost
kind of inquisitive at first. Then you see it squeeze up, and the
blood starts running down Brett’s face, and it cracks his head
open.’ So we ended up doing it almost on the spur of the
moment. We ran blood tubes up into Harry Dean Stanton’s cap
and through his hair. Then, when the alien started squeezing, we
started pumping, and the blood ran out and down his face.”

The remainder of the sequence was somewhat more com-

When Ash attempts to sever
one of the creature’s fingers
with a laser scalpel, its highly
corrosive lifeblood oozes onto
the floor and nearly eats its
way through the ship. To get
the shot, the effects unit fabri-
cated styrofoam deck panels
which dissolved almost
instantly when exposed to a
mixture consisting primarily
of chloroform and acetone.
For the underbelly shots,
squid, mussels and oysters
were carefully arranged in a
hollow face-hugger shell.
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For its first appearance,
Ridley Scott wanted to have
the full-size alien perched on
one of the ship’s retractable
landing legs. To maintain the
gravity-defiant position, Bolaji
Badejo was suspended on a
wire rig. Since the scene
called for Brett to be swept
from his feet and carried
bodily up into the tower, a
separate harness and wire rig
had to be employed for Harry
Dean Stanton as well. /
Rambaldi’s alien head as seen
in the film. Separate
manually-operated cables
opened the jaws, curled back
the lips, and extended the
fanged tongue. Surgical jelly
was applied in massive
quantities to impart a slimy
appearance and help conceal
the mechanisms. / Lambert
meets her death in the ship’s
cargo hold.

60 < CINEFEX 1

plicated. In addition to his already cumbersome alien outfit,
Bolaji Badejo had to be fitted with a harness and wire rig in order
to appear suspended on the side of the giant landing leg. The ar-
ticulated tail, which was to slide between Brett’s legs and hoist
him up, had to be operated by overhead wires since its internal
cable mechanism was not altogether successful. Then Harry
Dean Stanton, too. had to be fitted with a flying harness so he
could be lifted off the ground. Coordinating all the movements
in a realistic manner proved to be an arduous problem, one that
was never satisfactorily overcome.

“We were really quite limited in what we could do with the
alien,” Nick Allder revealed. At one point, the script called for it
to run up and down the corridors like a human being: but when
we finally got the finished costume, we stayed late one evening
— at the end of a day’s shooting — just to see what it looked like
in the sets and to shoot a few tests. And of course, we found it
would look ridiculous to see this thing running around — it
would give the whole thing away immediately.”

As a result, Ridley Scott’s plans for the alien’s second ap-
pearance were substantially modified. “What | wanted was to
have really huge air ducts — taller, in fact, than the corridors in
the ship — so that when Dallas first sees it in there, it's standing
on the roof of this giant wind tunnel, suspended upside down.
Then | was going to have it roar down the tunnel toward him,
running and jumping full-circle around the walls.” Since this
concept proved impractical, however, Scott opted instead for the
claustrophobia of a tiny ventilation shaft and a shock ap-
pearance by the alien marauder.

Other ideas were tried and abandoned. “’At one stage,”” Scott
recalled, "'l wanted to have kind of a subtle movement in the
creature’s brain, so I thought maybe we could fill a pocket in the
cranium with white maggots and let them crawl around in there.
Even Giger went ‘Eeyuk!” at that one. But I decided to try it, so |
had these huge tins of maggots brought in. We couldn’t make it
work, though, because the heat from the lights would put the
bloody things to sleep and they'd just lie there like spaghetti. We
tried using Spanish fish — which look kind of like wireworms —
but they went to sleep, too. So finally | had to give up. After-
wards, | thought we should have tried sprinkling LSD on sugar —
because maggots love sugar. Then maybe we’'d have gotten
some reaction out of them."”

With Kane and Brett decidedly dead, Dallas missing and
presumed so, and the android Ash exposed and destroyed, the
remaining three crewmembers decide to trigger the Nostromo's
self destruct mechanism and escape in the Narcissus shuttle-
craft. While Ripley readies the tiny vessel for departure, Parker
and Lambert hasten to gather the coolant cylinders needed for
its life support systems — but their mission is interrupted by the
alien. The beast advances first upon Lambert, but when Parker
shouts for her to get out of the way so he can use his flame-
thrower, it turns on him instead.

“What happens to Parker is simply a suggestion in the final
film,”” Nick Allder explained. I doubt if it’s more than three or
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four frames long. But | actually took a casting off Yaphet Kotto's
head, and then constructed a dummy skull out of fiberglass —
except for a section of the forehead which was done in wax. Since
it was going to be a very large closeup, I made a special rig so we
could mount just the alien’s tongue and make it dart in and out
and hit a specific spot on the forehead piece. Inside the skull, |
put real pig’s brains; and then we put special little barbed hooks
on the end of the tongue. So during the shot, you actually saw it
punch through the forehead and pull out the brain.”

Lambert’s fate was never specifically recorded, but in an
earlier version of the script she was to have died as a result of an
abortive attempt to trap the alien in an airlock and eject it out in-
to space — an attempt which instead breaches the hull and
causes explosive decompression throughout the ship. *’Because
of budget reasons and time, we just couldn’t shoot it,”” Ridley
Scott explained, “but I wanted Lambert to get sucked out of the
ship through an opening about the size of a keyhole. Not a very
heroic ending — but dramatic.”” A number of possible filming
techniques were discussed, including a life-size inflatable dum-
my and a lot of fast cutting, but Brian Johnson was opposed to
the idea. ""Being sucked out of a tiny hole simply isn‘t possible,
even if there’s a vacuum on the other side. It would just get
plugged up. You might get a helluva blood blister, but you're
certainly not going to suck a whole human being through a hole
that’s only a sixteenth of an inch in diameter.”

Although the alien sequences were central to the plot and in-
volved extraordinary amounts of planning and choreography,
they represented only a fragment of the production unit’s total
output, and many critical areas had yet to be resolved.

Once the alien was under control.” H.R. Giger remarked,
“Ridley asked me if I could design a spaceship not made by
human beings. Well, how do you do that? I thought maybe it
might look organic — something that could grow even, like a
plant — but I didn’t know exactly what it should look like. Then
early one morning when I couldn’t sleep, | got up and started
painting, and the derelict ship was born in a few hours. It ended
up like an aerodynamic bone with little technical stuff all over it,
but it wasn't really anything I had planned — it just sort of ran
out of my mind and my airbrush, which is not uncommon for me.
Often I try to switch off my thoughts as much as possible and let
the painting flow out spontaneously from my subconscious
mind. I liked the derelict very much, and Ridley did also — but
then they wanted it changed for several reasons. But 1 said I
could not. Once I have a good design, [ cannot change it to
something I think is not so good.”

“There’s a great tendency in this business,” explained Ridley
Scott, “not to use the first thing you come up with. As a result,
people often just work something to death — 1've been accused
of this time and time again. What we were looking for here was a
totally alien-looking spacecraft. | didn’t think it would be
something with a lot of lights on it and stuff like that. | figured it
would be like nothing anyone ever imagines; either that, or ex-
traordinarily familiar and slightly archaic-looking. And Giger's

first drawing was just a knockout. | took one look at it and said,
‘That’s it.” Other people couldn’t quite see it though, so I had to
keep digging my heels in and saying. "You won't get a better
derelict — don’t screw about with it.” You know, Giger is a special
case; and when something’s that good. you have to recognize it
and just leave it alone.”

"It was a wonderful design,”” Brian Johnson affirmed, ""but as
it turned out, we couldn’t build it. It was like an Escher optical
illusion. As a two-dimensional painting it looked very logical,
but there was no way you could actually build it in three dimen-
sions. To get a rough idea of the shape, we took about a nirie-
inch piece of polystyrene and then carved it with a little device
that looks almost like a tuning fork with a wire stretched in be-
tween. When you heat it up, the hot wire just melts its way
through the polystyrene and you can carve the right sorts of
shapes very quickly. It’s much quicker than clay, but you can on-
ly get a very basic shape. You can’t get the sort of detail you can
with clay. But somehow, the derelict form just didn’t work, so I
got together with Giger and we talked about some possible
modifications. Then he went off and redid the drawing. From
that we produced another polystyrene shape which he thought
was pretty good.

“The full-size derelict was about twelve feet across and was
produced over at Bray — almost entirely by Peter Voysey. It was
also done in polystyrene, with a metal tube armature through it
for support. It was covered with a fiberglass netting which was
impregnated with a black epoxy resin-type substance; and then,
on top of that, there was a thin skin of plasticene with the detail-
ing worked right into it. The plasticene helped the model with-
stand the heat reasonably well so it wouldn’t melt; and if we
wanted to change the surface detail at any time, it was very easy
because it never got hard.”

The ponderous derelict was placed in a characteristically
Gigeresque setting of plaster-covered bones and technical arti-
facts, and photographed by the effects crew in subdued lighting
and diffusing smoke on one of the stages at Bray. For a long shot
of the landing party approaching the vessel, three small puppet
figures with lights on them were operated remotely. “They were
only an inch and a half tall,” Nick Allder revealed, "“and they
were mounted on a motorized track about eighteen inches long.
They were pivoted so you could rotate them slightly from side to
side by switching them on and moving the lever backward and
forward. That rocking movement, and the fact that the miniature
lights on the helmets also moved back and forth, gave them the
appearance of walking; and they really kind of brought the
miniature to life.”

The giant ovoid portals to the derelict had been constructed in
wood and plaster on the Shepperton stages. A matte shot, com-
bining live-action footage and a painting prepared by Ray Caple
under Giger’s supervision, was produced as a connective link
between the miniature ship and the full-scale entranceway, but
was later judged superfluous and trimmed from the picture.

Less faithfully reproduced were H.R. Giger’s designs for the

Ridley Scott’s request for a
derelict spacecraft of
nornhuman origin led to an
H.R. Giger design that
appeared both organic and
mechanical. / Giger’s early
concept for the derelict eqqg
chamber was later simplified
for reasons of economy.
Working primarily in shades
of black and brown, Giger
wields his airbrush almost
intuitively — often producing
a large-scale, fully-detailed
work of art in a matter of
hours. / The derelict ship was
constructed almost entirely
by supervising modeler, Peter
Voysey. Nearly twelve feet in
diameter, the model was first
formed in styrofoam over a
tubular metal frame, and then
covered with fiberglass
netting and a thin coating of
plasticene. The plasticene
provided an ideal medium for
building surface detail and
helped shield the model from
the intense heat of the studio
lights.
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A final decision to proceed
with the alien space jockey
was not made until late in the
production schedule; but once
it was, Giger's biomechanical
vision was painstakingly
translated into three
dimensions by Peter Voysey
and his crew. Over a basic
framework of wood, the
massive figure was fleshed
out in plaster and detailed
with pieces of ribbed tubing
and other mechanical objects.
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alien landscapes. Great bone-shaped monoliths, combined with
forms vaquely technological, again set the basic motif; but
Giger’s biomechanical vision of the planetoid surface was simply
too grandiose for Alien’s limited construction budget. “Studio
landscape is bloody difficult,”” said Ridley Scott. “"You're con-
stantly staring at plaster rocks and saying, ‘Christ, this doesn‘t
look right.” | would have preferred to do some of it on location
and then do a studio link. In fact, I'd been looking at some spots
for another picture that would have been beautiful for Alien, par-
ticularly in Turkey where there are these pyramid-like dwellings
— huge, mountainous structures which cover hundreds of
square miles. Absolutely extraordinary. But it was a practical
budget decision not to go away on location, and so we just did
what we could in the studio.”

Toning down the complexity of his design, Giger fashioned a
miniature landscape using plaster, real bones and mechanical
artifacts. His three-dimensional concept was then divided into
segments and built to scale on the Shepperton stage. ““The alien
landscape was really just a collection of shapes,” Michael
Seymour remarked, “and unless one saw it only in carefully
lighted conditions, it looked like exactly that. Obviously, when
you're striving for believability, the last thing you want is a set
that looks like a set.”” A number of factors contributed to convey-
ing the desired illusion, however — most notably the skilled
lighting of Derek Vanlint, and the fact that Ridley Scott staged
his action at night in the midst of a raging duststorm which
tended to diffuse the background imagery. “We had to be very
careful,” Seymour added, “‘because some of the shots on the
landscape were initially devised as matte shots; so obviously we
couldn’t have smoke and mist and whatnot drifting into areas we
were later going to be matting on.”

The derelict interior was the last major set to be completed,
due in part to construction delays posed by prolonged debate
over its ultimate configuration. At issue was whether or not the
ancient remains of a giant alien crewmember should be included
as a central image for the sequence. “"He was in and out, in and
out, in and out,”” Scott explained. "I wanted him in, and so did
Gordon Carroll and Ivor Powell — by then we’d become fully con-
firmed hardcore space freaks. But there were others who wanted
it out, mainly for economic reasons. We were already over
budget and running about three weeks behind schedule —
which I don’t think was unreasonable for that sort of film, per-
sonally. So at one point, it was going to be ditched; but we rigid-
ly held onto it. We felt we had to have it in there as sort of a cen-
tral element in the craft. | mean, to have them walk in there and
find nothing — just a hole in the floor — was absolutely bloody
pointless,”

The initial designs for the alien ship and its inhabitants had
been done back in Hollywood to Dan O'Bannon’s specifications.
“'| conceptualized the derelict as a gnome's castle — colorful and
interesting and bizarre as hell, but not morbid. Chris Foss did a
wonderful painting of the ship, which is still my favorite. It was a
beautiful, bronzed lobster-like thing sitting on the sand — very

technological, very odd-looking, very difficult to figure out quite
how it would fly. For the inside, Ron Cobb did the skeleton —
what they later called the space jockey — and it was just perfect!
It had a very large cranium, and four or five eye sockets. Very
small jawbone — no teeth to speak of. Of course, [ expected it to
look horrible when you first see it in the film; but then if you
looked at it a bit closer you’'d discover that it didn't have the
large teeth or the mandibles or any of the other things that are
characteristic of a carnivore — and then maybe you’d begin to
imagine it as some totally nonviolent herbivorous creature sail-
ing around in space.”

But once Chris Foss’ bronzed lobster gave way to H.R. Giger’s
flying bone, Ridley Scott felt convinced that Giger should also
design the derelict interiors, Giger's guidance was fairly vague.
“’From the script | knew he was huge and had a hole in his chest,
but that was all. Ridley suggested another of my Necronom
creatures as a guide. They don’t look much alike now, but it was
astarting point; and the space jockey kind of grew up from there
in bits and pieces. The creature we finally ended up building is
biomechanical to the extent that he has physically grown into,
or maybe even out of, his seat — he’s integrated totally into the
function he performs. My first sketch of it was a little small, but
my painting everyone liked. From that, I modeled a miniature of
it with Peter Voysey, and he did most of the sculpting on the
large one. Peter was really excellent. We worked together closely
all the while I was there, and he was able to understand my
language very well and translate my paintings into three
dimensions.”

To build the colossal figure and the inscrutable apparatus to
which it was inseparably linked, Peter Voysey and his assistants
first fashioned a rough framework from wood. Then they
sculpted the basic form in plaster and assorted pieces of ribbed
tubing, building it up gradually to attain the rich detail present
in the Giger painting. As the work neared completion, Giger
added a few personal touches, primarily to the head, and then
painted it. Finally, to emphasize the creature’s slow decay, athin
coat of latex rubber was applied to the finished surface and then
rubbed to simulate peeling skin.

"Giger's work was the most difficult to translate into three
dimensions,” Michael Seymour asserted, *’but more for its scale
than anything else. His actual drawings were very sculpture-like
in a way, and with the enormous gifts of someone like Peter
Voysey — who's an absolute master at modeling things up exact-
ly as they're drawn — we were able to capture that quality quite
well. So it was really the scale that gave us our biggest problems
— everything we produced of his was just huge. The space jockey
was something like twenty-four feet high before it was even
mounted on its base, and our whole set on that stage was forty-
five feet high. Originally, we wanted to build a completely cir-
cular set to surround that colossal figure, but there were
economic problems. So in the end, | conceived the idea of
building only half the set and then putting the creature on a
revolving base. That allowed us to shoot it from one direction






against the set, and then rotate it around to shoot the reverse
angles. By doing that, it looked indeed as though we were in a
circular set; but in fact, we were always facing the same section
of wall.

““The wall to that set was also designed by Giger. His design
itself was very complex, but there was a repeating pattern to it,
so we were able to have sections of it sculpted by hand and then
made into molds. From those, we could cast off as many sections
as we needed in plaster and then knit them together. | think we
used about a hundred sections in all.

“Another idea | had to try and keep within our budget was to
use the same basic setting for the space jockey and egg
chamber. We did that by taking the whole platform the creature
was revolving upon and mounting it on wheels. Ridley shot the
topside footage in a single day — the discovery of the space
jockey and John Hurt disappearing down the hole. Then they
moved on to another set and we pulled out the circular platform
with the creature on it and in its place built the area where the
eggs were.”

Redressing the space jockey set to double as the egg chamber
involved extending the connective pieces which divided the
organic-looking wall sections, covering the floor of the set with
swirls of painted plaster, and then embedding them with dozens
of egg-like spores. A diminishing-perspective matte painting
completed the illusion,

The primary egg from which the face-hugger launches itself
onto Kane’s face was fabricated by H.R. Giger. Its basic design
differed only slightly from the early cutaway he had painted a
year before for Dan O’Bannon. The opening, however, had been
modified. The original’s intended similarity to a vagina, which
Giger thought altogether appropriate, was a bit too explicit for
the producers; so at their request, it was altered to a more accept-
ably nondescript crosscut. A hydraulically-driven mechanism to
open it was devised by Nick Allder’s effects crew.

“My original idea for the sequence was cut for budget
reasons,”” Ridley Scott revealed. “My storyboard had Kane going
down a long tube and then emerging into this massive chamber
through a hole in the ceiling. Before he does though, at the bot-
tom of this tube he finds a very thin membrane which he cuts
through and this faint breeze drifts upward as he descends into
the blackness. But he can't see anything, so he says, 'I'm going
to light myself up’ — and what | wanted were thousands of tiny
pea lights stitched into his suit so we could light him up like a
Christmas tree and have him hanging there from the roof of this
cavern, like some beautiful chandelier. I thought it would be a
marvelous image.

““But since that whole approach was out, | wanted something
to replace the membrane, which | saw as kind of a biological
alarm which triggered a response in the eggs — they all come
awake and sit waiting to be touched, basically. We finally settled
on a laser which was mounted so it would scan just above the
eggs and give us this sheet of blue light. We could have done a lot
more with it, but we didn’t have time. As it was, we only had
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about half a day to test it, and then another day and a half to
shoot the whole bloody sequence.”

“It was a fairly strong scanning laser,” Brian Johnson
elaborated. "It belonged to The Who rock group — they use them
in pop concerts and such — and it operated at about three thous-
and cycles per second with a sweeping arc of about fifty or sixty
degrees. Basically what’s happening is there’s a mirror in there
that’s oscillating three thousand times a second. If you could
stop the mirror you’d get a single point of light, but when it’s
moving it’s not dangerous because you're subjected to the
power of the laser for such short bits of time. Since your laser’s
scanning so fast and your camera’s only running at twenty-four
frames per second, you get quite a number of scans on one im-
age. The light level is very low, though, so everything in there
had to be shot absolutely wide open. And we had to use a lot of
smoke; otherwise it doesn’t show up at all because the beam’s
only bright when it’s actually touching something.”

Shrouded in mist and severed by the laser’s pale blue light, the
egg chamber provided an appropriately eerie setting for the first
of Alien’s many shriek-inducing moments. Tension builds as
Kane breaks the beam and restless movements inside the trans-
lucent eqgs signal the awakening of whatever lies within. When
one egg opens and the foolhardy astronaut leans over to peer in-
side, the result is totally predictable, but by no means less
shocking. “’I wanted it to happen so fast you could never really
see it,” Ridley Scott explained, “like a snake when it attacks. |
wanted great violence: and [ wanted it totally, absolutely lethal.
That’s the whole reality of a creature like that. To get the effect |
wanted, we placed an explosive charge inside the egg. Over that
we put about forty feet of pig’'s intestines — connected to an
airline but deflated and coiled around the top of the opening.
Then we laid Nottingham lace around the sides. When the ex-
plosive charge went off, we hit the air at the same time and the
intestines went whoosh! If you run the film through slowly, you
can see the intestines billowing out like delicate gossamer pipe
with beautiful markings. At speed, though, it’s lightning-fast.
There are actually four very specific cuts in there, but it all hap-
pens so quickly the effect is almost subliminal.”

"’All the shots leading up to the attack were done at Shepper-
ton,” Nick Allder added, ““but the actual point-of-view explosion
was done later at Bray as an insert. We mounted the eqg upside
down on the stage, and then shot up into it. After all the in-
testines and membranes were blown out, we got a face-hugger
which was made of rubber and fitted it to a glove. Then we had a
guy climb up on top and thrust his hand straight down through
the base of the egg and actually wrap the face-hugger right
around the lens of the camera. Everything was so fast, though,
that when the two pieces were cut together it looked like one
continuous motion.”

The last days of principal photography at Shepperton were
reserved for Ripley’s final confrontation with the alien. Armed
with little more than her wits, Ripley at last succeeds in ejecting
her adversary from the shuttlecraft by blowing the main hatch

Production designer Michael
Seymour suggested that the
space jockey be mounted on a
rotating platform so that only
a small portion of the
background wall would need
to be constructed. Then, by
rotating the figure, as
dictated by camera angles,
the impression of its being
Ssituated in a circular chamber
could be sustained at a
fraction of the cost. / The
Nostromo landing party
discovers the remains of an
extraterrestrial crewmember
within the derelict ship. /
Dallas examines the alien
being’s curiously-exploded
chest. / H.R. Giger added
many finishing touches to the
space jockey, and also painted
it. / After the painting was
completed, Giger and Peter
Voysey applied a thin coat of
liquid latex and then rubbed it
lightly to suggest decaying
skin.
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Once the space jockey
shooting was completed, the
rotating platform was
removed and the set
redressed to double as the
eqqg chamber. / To represent
the biological alarm
mechanism which is triggered
when Kane stumbles onto the
chamber floor, a scanning
laser was installed at the rear
of the set. In order for its pale
blue sheet of light to be
visible, the sequence had to
be shot in a smoke
environment at very low light
levels. / Ridley Scott briefs
John Hurt as one of the
effects technicians drapes
animal intestines from the
alien face-hugger. The face-
hugger — one of three
dummy models made by
Roger Dicken — had flexible
wire in the fingers so they
could be bent into any
position. / For most of the
production shooting, Bolaji
Badejo wore a lightweight
nonarticulated version of the
alien head. Rambaldi’s cable-
activated head was reserved
primarily for closeups.
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and firing a grappling iron squarely into the creature’s midsec-
tion. But even at that, the alien starts pulling its way back along
the trailing cable which runs from the firmly-lodged iron up to
the shuttle. When it grasps ahold of one of the engine ports,
however, Ripley engages the thrusters.

""At the very beginning of the picture,”” Nick Allder recalled,
“we were talking about actually having fire and CO, and God
knows what else in the engines. But then, when we were
shooting the scenes where Brett gets it in the leg locker, Ridley
was looking for kind of a strange visual touch to enhance the at-
mosphere — and that’s what really led us to a final solution for
the engine effect at the end. We started out putting steam and
smoke and various other things into that leg area, and it wasn’t
quite right. So for no other reason than just to see what it would
look like, I decided to try drops of water. And Ridley said, "Yes,
that’s exactly what I want.’ So we had this gentle dripping com-
ing down, and during one of the shots Ridley kind of panned the
camera up into the roof, and what you saw were all these water
droplets falling — very heavily back-lit — and it was a really
beautiful effect. So when it came time to do the shots where
Ripley destroys the alien, we built the tail section of the Nar-
cissus as a false-perspective piece and hoisted it up to the top of
the stage so that the camera was looking straight up at it. We had
astuntman in the suit, and we just literally opened the hatch and
let him drop through. But for the engines we used very high-
pressure water sprays, heavily back-lit. It was quite an unusual
effect, and we could actually have a real guy suspended in there
without doing any damage to him or the set.”

By the time principal photography wrapped in late October,
most of the miniatures and models had already been constucted
— including three versions of the Nostromo ranging in length
from twelve inches to fourteen feet. Brian Johnson — who had
been doing double duty throughout — at last departed for north-
ern California to set up the special effects unit for The Empire
Strikes Back, leaving Nick Allder in charge of Alien postproduc-
tion activities at Bray. Ridley Scott shifted over to Bray as well,
transferring his editorial operation to the satellite studio in
order to facilitate his personal involvement in the remaining ef-
fects work. Although a considerable amount of model photo-
graphy had already been completed, nearly all of it was re-
accomplished under Scott’s supervision once he had the oppor-
tunity and the time to more fully exercise his directorial
prerogatives. As aresult, the protracted model work, along with
numerous accompanying inserts, kept the effects unit fully
engaged until February.

As editing progressed, Ridley Scott came to rely more and
more on the power of suggestion. Enormous amounts of alien
footage had been shot, but successive cuts contained less and
less of it. In the aftermath of two overly-effective sneak previews,
the picture was trimmed by an additional eleven minutes and
toned down even further.

One major segment, cut from the film just before its release,
would have provided the final narrative with some sorely needed
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exposition. Ripley, alone on the Nostromo with the alien an-
nihilator, hears a sound coming from one of the ship’s storage
areas. Flamethrower in hand, she enters the compartment where
to her harror she discovers Dallas, partially devoured yet still
alive, glued to a niche in the wall with a sticky pitch-like secre-
tion. Even more ghastly, though, is the accompanying evidence
of a rationale for the alien’s implacable carnage — on the op-
posite wall, what little remains of Brett is gradually being
transformed into one of the alien spores. Choking with fear and
revulsion, Ripley accedes to her captain’s plea for an act of
mercy and incinerates the entire compartment.

““We used long lenses for the first part of the shot,” Brian
Johnson explained, ““so we could still use Tom Skerritt without
the flamethrower going anywhere near him. Then for the actual
incineration, we went to another cut and substituted a dummy.”’
Nick Allder, who ended up having to fabricate replicas of nearly
everyone in the picture, devised an articulated mannequin from
a casting taken of Skerritt. “For the majority of these animated
people, I like to use miniature hydraulics,”” Allder elaborated,
“either liquid- or air-driven. These were mainly air-driven, and
we cabled them in through the back. The actual controls you
could play almost like a typewriter; so when Sigourney Weaver
sprayed the dummy with the flamethrower, we were able to
animate the body as it burned.”

That sequence was quite spooky, and it actually worked very
well,” Ridley Scott asserted. "'l liked it because it was a brief way
of explaining what had happened on the derelict, and what was
now happening on the Nostromo, And | think it provided some
explanation for the alien’s killing spree — like a butterfly or an
insect, it has a very limited life span in which to reproduce itself.
It also helped explain why it didn‘t attack Ripley in the Nar-
cissus. lts days were over. Like a chameleon, it had found a pro-
tective corner in that ship and was working itself in there to die.
So in that respect, it would have been nice to have Kept that
footage. But it really killed the pacing. By then, Ripley was the
only one left on board and everything was moving very fast —
and it just slowed down the drive. So I cut it out.”

Two years to the day after Star Wars burst onto the scene, Alien
was launched into the public marketplace, As many of its detrac-
tors were quick to proclaim, Alien represented no pinnacle of
originality. Its roots lay deep in an all but extinct subgenre of
cinematic potboilers, produced for peanuts and relegated to
double bills and Saturday matinees. But as Star Wars had done
with a similar subgenre, Alien transcended the form by infusing
it with elements its progenitors generally lacked — an adequate
budget and a versatile corps of imaginative and highly-skilled
craftsmen. The result was a thriller both strikingly stylish and
patently manipulative. Rarely had hard technology provided
such an apt springboard for nightmare imagery. And never
before had extraterrestrial lifeforms and environs been so con-
vincingly represented and seemingly remote from human de-
sign. 20th Century-Fox had yet another summer blockbuster on
its hands.

Aroused from near-dormancy,
the alien marks Ripley as its
final victim. For this
sequence, the translucent
head shell was painted a
silver-gray to more closely
match the panels and ducts
into which the creature has
lodged itself. / Ripley
prepares to fire a grappling
iron into her adversary. / For
the alien’s final scenes, a
false-perspective mockup of
the Narcissus tail section was
constructed and hoisted up to
the ceiling of the stage.
Engine effects were obtained
by forcing intensely back-lit
Jets of water throught the
exhaust ports. / In a
sequence cut from the end of
the film, Ripley finds Dallas
alive, but glued inseparably to
a corner in one of the ship’s
storage compartments. More
horrifying. though, is her
concurrent discovery of a
rationale for the alien
massacre — on the opposite
wall, what little remains of
Brett is being transformed
into an alien spore.
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