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How Did The Development of CGI and Special Effects Impact The Alien Franchise?

Alien is a popular science fiction film franchise that spans from 1979 to 2017, that  
has relied heavily on special effects and CGI in all its films. How much has the 
development of CGI and advancements in digital visual effects change how special 
effects were created within the movies, and what processes remained the same?

Before the first instalment in the franchise Alien (1979) was released, science fiction 
films were 'largely produced in low budget formats' (King, 2000, p.4). This could 
partly explain why Alien 'relies upon tradition special effects to achieve its 
results' (McClean, 2008, p.175), as cinematographer Derek Valint states in 'The 
Making of Alien' they simply did not have the budget for cutting edge technology 
(The Making of Alien,1979). Like many films before its time the special effects team 
worked largely with full scale models and matte paintings, to create effects 'that with 
the benefit of CG so much more could have been done' as director Ridley Scott 
states on the DVD release (McClean, 2008, p.175). An example of this was an 
exterior shot of Ripley moving around in the Nostromo's cockpit, that was created by 
setting a TV monitor behind a large model, an effect that would have been easily to 
create with modern CGI (The Making of Alien,1979). Despite the lack of budget and 
technology, Alien was still celebrated for it’s visuals and special effects, the success 
in part due to the innovative solutions of Scott and the beautiful and complex designs 
of H.R Giger.

Following the success of Alien (1979) and box office hit Star Wars (1977), 
'contemporary Hollywood invested heavily in the development of special effects 
technologies' meaning budgets for special effects became larger and technologies 
could be advanced. Even though Alien ’was a box office success’ it was not followed 
up until 1986 (McClean, 2008, p.174). In 1982, TRON was one of the first films 
where ‘computer graphics were a main component of a movie’ and in the same year, 
Star Trek II featured ‘the first all-digital computer-generated image sequence created 
by George Lucas’s Industrial Light and Magic’ (McClean, 2008, p.173). Unlike the 
first film, the special effects team used more compositing to create illusions such as 
ships flying over planets (The Making of Aliens, 2003). However, despite the 
advancements in computer generated visual effects, the special effects in Aliens 
were still predominantly created with traditional techniques, as director James 
Cameron comments ‘to push the effects further, I used every trick in the book - 
camera speed manipulations, wires and even turning the camera upside 
down’ (McClean, 2008, p.176) to create the action needed. Miniatures from the first 
film were reused and the aliens were similarly created with a combination of 
puppetry and costumes (The Making of Aliens, 2003). However, unlike the original 
film the special effect department opted to use ‘light-weight costumes’ (Eggert, 2012) 
meaning ‘the effect allowed Cameron’s alien drones to run about the screen, leaping 
and attacking with a force unlike what was seen in the brooding movements of the 
creature in Scott’s film’ (Eggert, 2012). Arguably although there were some 
differences in how special effects were created between the first and second 
instalments in the Alien franchise, both largely relied on traditional special effects 
methods. The lack of digital visual effects in Aliens could partly have been that ‘the 
budget wasn’t huge for that type of film at the time’ as visual effects supervisor 
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Dennis Skotak explains in the ‘The Making of Aliens’ (The Making of Aliens, 2003), 
and as a result Cameron ‘employed clever technical tricks to extend their 
budget’ (Eggert, 2012).

The following film in the franchise, Alien³ (1992) was released 6 years after Aliens, 
and 'by 1992 DVFx were beginning to come into their own' (McClean, 2008, p.176). 
As a result of developing technologies, in contrast to its predecessors Alien³ used ‘a 
strong mix of traditional effects and DVFx to achieve its results’.  By the nineties 
‘films vied to achieve greater and greater breakthroughs in digital computer 
imagery’ (McClean, 2008, p.173) and films like Terminator II (1991) ‘established that 
computer generated could do well at the box office’ (McClean, 2008, p.173) meaning 
bigger budgets for the special effects team. Additionally, as ‘the volume of work 
growing and as training programs providing a base level skilled workforce 
proliferated the resulting drop in production costs make digital solutions attractive to 
more filmmakers’ (McClean, 2008, p.175), digital solutions were used where 
traditional methods might have in previous years. For example, the first completely 
computer animated shot in the Alien franchise was a sequence in Alien³ involved an 
animated model head of the alien cracking under molten lava. A shot like this 
became easier to create in comparison to the traditional mechanical methods of its 
predecessors, and it avoided the sometimes problematic and costly complications of 
photo chemistry (The Making of Alien3, 1992). A notable difference from the first two 
films, Alien³ created its aliens with a mixture of puppets, costume and CG, the 
creature moves faster and is different in appearance. (The Making of Alien3, 1992) 
The CG alien received criticism from many reviewers at the time, some thought the 
CG looked out of place and some believed it strayed too far from Giger’s original 
vision. From this, it is evident that the development of CG and digital visual 
technologies began to affect how the special effects in the franchise were created 
with some of the crew celebrating moving away from the often costly and time 
consuming traditional methods (The Making of Alien3, 1992).

By the time Alien Resurrection was released in 1997, further advancements in CGI 
had developed and ‘quickly replaced the majority of traditional optical and 
photographic techniques’(McClean, 2008, p.173). Resurrection ‘is the first in the 
series to be a full-scale DVFx film’ (McClean, 2008, p.176) and ‘the only film in the 
series to have a fully CG creature blended into the action’ (McClean, 2008, p.177). 
Major breakthroughs in special effects at the time included the virtual camera which 
gave filmmakers the power the ‘ability to zoom out from the subatomic level to outer 
space, and to do so in single shot without any traditional editing and constrictions on 
shot duration because of physical limitations’ (McClean, 2008, p.176) Resurrection 
used the virtual camera to provide ‘an internal view of the chest-buster 
scene’ (McClean, 2008, p.176), unlike the previous films chest busting scenes which 
were created with more traditional methods. Even though the special effects team 
made full use of CG and digital technologies available to them at the time, ‘where 
appropriate’ they still used the ‘usual traditional special effects’ (McClean, 2008, p.
177) in similar methods to the previous films. It ‘also uses puppet/animatronic aliens 
and actors in suits to create its monster’ (McClean, 2008, p.176) a method consistent 
throughout the franchise. The puppets and animatronics were designed to have 
‘genitalia of a mixture of both male and female sexes’ (Lambie, 2010), however 20th 
Century fox were unhappy with this style choice and ‘genitalia were digitally removed 
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during post-production’. This process of removing something in post-production was 
relatively new and ‘would have been impossible for even the greatest optical 
technicians’ (McClean, 2008, p.175) who worked on the previous films. 

Where once ‘special effects were formally used in isolated scenes’ in recent decades 
‘such effects are routinely used throughout the whole picture’ (McClean, 2008, p.180) 
and this is certainly true of the most recent film in the franchise, Alien: Covenant 
(2017). The alien characters ‘were realised as fully key-framed creatures by the 
animation’ (Seymour, 2017), a move away from the mixture of suits and puppetry 
methods of its predecessors that allowed the creature to be ‘jointed with limbs that a 
man in a suit could not do’ (Seymour, 2017). Although the move to relying on digital 
visual effects marks a huge contrast to the previous instalments in the series, 
Covenant was directed by Ridley Scott, who first brought the vision of the alien to 
life. Ridley wanted to ‘be faithful to the designs from H.R. Giger’ and ‘retain the 
characteristics of the ’79 creature’(Seymour, 2017), as a result the alien looks 
visually similar to that of the first film but wasn’t ‘rigid’ as the ‘puppet of the original 
film’(Seymour, 2017). Despite the technology available to him, Ridley ‘kept up his 
long tradition of working with practical effects’ (Narcisse. 2017) choosing to use 
puppetry and props to create ‘the ooey-gooey xenomorph eggs’ (Narcisse. 2017), 
which are important ‘iconic symbols of terror in the Alien franchise’ (Narcisse. 2017). 
Landscapes had previously predominantly been created by extensive miniature work 
paired with optical compositing, but for Covenant ‘the team developed new FX 
tools’ (Narcisse. 2017) to create its extensive fully CG cityscape. Covenant was 
developed in a time where ‘these kinds of practices infiltrated the production 
process, more imaginative and creative approaches also became 
common’ (McClean, 2008, p.181), so much so that ‘almost every shot has at least 
one FX element’ (Narcisse. 2017), this is certainly different from no CGI in the first 
film and the clunky feel of the animations in Alien3. The visuals of the final film in the 
franchise are fluid, ambitious and even ‘praised for its visual aesthetic and design, 
cinematography and production design’ (Wikipedia, 2018) much like Alien when it 
was first released. 

It is evident that the development of digital visual effects and CGI impacted how 
special effects were created throughout the duration of the Alien franchise. They 
began being ‘reliant upon traditional special effects techniques to being powered by 
digitally assisted techniques' (McClean, 2008, p.181). The films relied on traditional 
effects where technology was either lacking or unaffordable at the time, to being a 
mixture of both and finally resulting in the impressive digital visual effects in 
Covenant, now the software is accessible and more cost effective. Each director 
brought his own unique vision to each instalment but all reliant on the evolution of 
special and digital effects, resulting in a franchise that is still wildly celebrated today.
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