
Alec Gillis and Tom Woodruff Jr. 
marshalled the;r creat;vity to assemble 
the troops for this creature war. 

The friendly 
partnership 

between Alec 
Gillis (left) 

and Tom 
Woodruff Jr. 

makes all 
that 

monstrous 
fighting 

possible. 

B eing monster makers, there are very few jobs where 
we just say, 'Oh yes, this is the one, we have to get this 
job,' " says Alec Gillis, one half of ADI, the makeup and 

FX house charged with bringing the creatures of Alien vs. Preda-
tor to life. "This was one of those jobs." Gillis looks at his long-
time FX partner Tom Woodruff Jr., who's sitting next to him, and 
grins. "Who wouldn't want this gig? I know a number of peo-
ple in Hollywood we had to compete with to get this, and that 
was even given our involvement in the previous Alien films ." 

Concurs Woodruff, "If the cool scale is one to 10, for me . 
AVP was a 10. But it was always a fluctuating 10, because 
of what we inherited in running the show and taking on that 
responsibility. On a daily level, I'd be in the midst of working out 
some problem that was often so boring, so taxing, like a produc-
tion schedule or projections of manpower, and all of a sudden I 
would turn around and the Queen would be operating in the back 
corner of the shop. In an instant, I'd be catapulted back into this 
feeling I remember ever since I was a child-this fascination 
with movie monsters, that sense of wonder-and I just felt like a 
kid with the coolest toy in the world." 
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While directors have come and gone, 
Woodruff and Gillis have remained firm 
fixtures in the Alien franchise, having first 
worked with Stan Wmston on Aliens be· 
fore takingover the creature duties on 
both Alien andAlien Resurrection. Togeth· 
er they have amassed a long list of FX 
credits, including 'h'emors, Starship 'h'oop-
ers, Hollow Man, Mortal Kombat (for AVP 
writer/director Paul WS. Anderson) and 
Scary Movie 3 , and won an Oscar for Death 
Becomes Her. But still, nothing quite pre· 
pared them for the enormity of the work 
involved in Alien us. Predator. "It was a 
huge task-like two big jobs squeezed 
into one," says Gillis. 

"We're in this movie from the minute 
the first creature steps on screen," Wood· 
ruff adds, "because we did all the Preda-
tors, all the Aliens, eggs, facehuggers, 
chestbursters, the full-sized Alien Queen, 
multiple warriors-there's one warrior 
that gets a distinctive pattern burned into 
its dome who's known as Grid-we han· 
dled all of that." 

Moreover, as A VP's creature supervi-
sors, they were only too aware that they 
had control over the two most iconic con· 
temporary movie monsters-the Predator 
and the Alien-and attempted to bring 
their own spin to them. "We tried to up· 
date the characters and take them out of 
the '80s and bring them into the new mil-
lennium, all the while respecting that 
these are two great designs," says Gillis. 
"We didn't want to mess with them too 
much, because then they're not what the 
fans are expecting and they're not the 
creatures we love. We tried to do that [in 
the past] on the Alien movies, to refine 
without . taking away; that's what was 
exciting to us on this movie." 

Collaborating with visual FX super· 
visor John Bruno (see sidebar) and with 
the full blessing of writer/director Ander· 
son, Gillis and Woodruff took a more old· 
fashioned approach to creating A VP's 
extraterrestrials, preferring to use full· 
sized animatronic creatures or even 
miniatures, rather than opting for CGI, as 
is so often the case in monster movies 
these days. "One of our goals on this, " 
says Woodruff, "secondary to just coming 
up with cool-looking creatures and satis-
fying the needs of the show and the direc-
tor, was to make a real fanfare on behalf 
of animatronics, rubber work, men in 
suits-creature stuff that has sort of been 
pushed aside in favor of the digital aspect, 

which has really happened in the 
last few years." 

"There's a sterility to CG shots," 
Gillis continues. "If you shoot 
actors on greenscreen and have 

unlimited ability to reposition them 
and create their surroundings, you end up 
with a very sterile film, and that's not 
what the Alien or Predator movies have 
been. We usually come into a film and say, 
'Here's what we'd like to do,' and there 's 
often a skeptic or two or 10 who says, 'Oh 
no, that has to be digital.' That's very frus-
trating, because it's an ignorance of what 

"We wore out the $tuntman who Wa$ beneath [the Alien] 
and trying to avoid getting hit take after take after take." 

-Tom Woodruff Jr. 



is possible and what has been done, and 
there's an erosion of knowledge that has 
happened since the digital revolution. 
Computers are fantastic tools and abso-
lutely necessary for films like these, but 
we always look for a balance, and we had 
that on AVP. We had a director [in Ander-
son] who loves practical stuff, like Jim 
Cameron, who always delighted in figur-
ing things out mechanically, designing 
shots around [certain] limitations, and in 
that way coming up with things that are 
much more organic, because it's unex· 
pected and the camera has to adapt to it." 

Thus, Gillis and Woodruff were deter-
mined to push both the artistic and tech-
nological boundaries for A VP to come up 
with practical FX that have never been 
seen before in either of the franchises. 
One that they are most proud of is a 
hydraulic Alien warrior puppet that's full. 
size from the knees up. "We'd wanted to 
do this before, but never had the time or 
the budget," says Woodruff. "It is basical-
ly a duplicate of the man-in-a-suit creature, 
but [because it's a puppet) it gave us the 
ability to narrow the waist, to lengthen 
some of the other proportions, to make it a 
little spindly and more insectlike than you 

can get with a guy in a costume. 
"That, plus the speed and the power of 

the hydraulics, gave us multiple points of 
movement in the neck that a person in a 
suit doesn't have," Woodruff continues. 
"We got this cobralike, very fast striking 
action with the head. It was run through a 
computer system with software that 
allowed us to record moves and then edit 
them to smooth things out, to increase the 
speed of certain functions. Basically, we 
had total control. On set, it was one of the 
coolest toys you could ever play with, 
because you could operate it all live or go 
back and play back a scene. And it had the 
tongue that strikes. We did a scene where 
it has a Predator held down and is striking 
at it, and it literally never tired out. We 
wore out the stuntman who was beneath it 
and trying to avoid getting hit take after 
take after take." 

One of Anderson's stipulations when 
hiring ADI was that Woodruff had to once 
again play the Alien. "To him that may 
have been a bargaining chip, but to us 
that's a matter of course, that's an honor," 

says Gillis. "And it's great for me to see, 
because we put guy after guy in the Alien 
suit and nobody does it as well as Tom. By 
the second day, everyone's saying, 'Stunt-
men are nice, they're great, they're taking 
the hits and they're falling, but let's get 
Tom in there.' That was very gratifying, 
because Tom has put a lot of time into it 
and we've spent a lot of time talking about 
it. And Tom worked hard on the internal 
desigu of the suit for comfort and practi-
cality. We know how to do this stuff. On 
this show, we were at the top of our game, 
and that's what really excited me." 

No stranger to wearing creature suits-
having portrayed not only the xenomorphs 
in Alien3 and Alien Resurrection but also 
the title creature of Pumpkinhead-Wood-
ruff was regularly called into action on 
A VP. "Any time there was a main Alien or 
a single Alien on the screen, it was me-
unless it was a stunt, like an Alien crash-
ing into a wall, which they didn't want me 
doing," reveals Woodruff, who this time 
developed a wire system to give him, as 
the Alien, more freedom of movement. 

"We had done early tests with a wire 
rig, a temporary harness that we built at 
the shop, and came up with a bungee sup-

porting system, which is something I've 
wanted to see for a long time," he contin-
ues. "I've done wirework in the past, and 
what I always thought was missing was 
the ability to let me, as a performer, dic-
tate my own movement, [rather than 
have) a second set of hands pulling on a 
cable to give the creature lift. It's very 
hard to balance those two things-my 
movement with what somebody else is 
interpreting as the right time to give me 
some lift. This really took the edge off of 
that, and basically amplified the 
momentum of what I was doing. There 
were plenty of times when it didn't 
work, but there were really sweet 
moments where it all fell into place." 

Despite the advances in Alien 
movement and the decision to predomi-
nantly go with costumes and animatronics 
for practical solutions, both Woodruff and 
Gillis were aware that the creatures' 
design has certain inherent drawbacks, 
which can only be countered by using CGI 
monsters or enhancement. "You have to be 
careful that you don't reveal it as just 



being a guy in a suit," says Gillis. "I don't 
know if you had this reaction, but in the 
first film, which was brilliant and had me 
completely riveted, when I saw it head to 
toe hanging outside the spaceship, I real-
ized, 'Oh, it's an actor.' So we tried to be 
very careful not to reveal men in suits 
from any wider than waist-up, just to 
avoid the guy with floppy feet. That's 

where the CGI comes in, to give us the 
dynamics over long leaps or runs that 
maybe a performer in a suit can't quite do. 
There is also some CGI with the Queen, 
because there are great, beautiful shots of 
her running through the 
snow that obviously we 
wouldn't attempt with 
the animatronics." 

The same anima-
tronic technology that 
Woodruff and Gillis used 
for the Alien warrior 
puppet was also applied 
to create the Queen, a 
15-foot-tall hydraulic 
monster that took five 
months to build and 
which was constructed 
using a motion-control 
system, allowing for an 
immense range of move-
ment. "We manipulated 

her with joy-
sticks," Woodruff 

explains. "There 
were 4 7 points of 
articulation, basi-

cally hydraulic rams 
powering all these 
pieces. All of that could 
be recorded, and then 
we could go in and look 
at each individual move, 
every one of the 47, and 
we could smooth things 
out or extend a range 

here and there. It's amazing, the editing 
possibilities. We could also drop or crouch 
her down and bring her snout down to 
within 2 or 3 feet of the floor, so it was 
quite a range to play in." 

To create the Queen's body, Woodruff 
and Gillis went back to the creature built 
by Stan Winston for Aliens that had been 
brought to life via a combination of pup-

petry, rudimentary hydraulics and wires, 
and even had two operators inside it. 
"Sizewise, she was pretty much the same 
as she was in A liens," Woodruff notes. 
"We created a whole new body based on 
sculptures we had done. We really took 
advantage of the fact that we were 
pulling those two stuntmen out of the 
body, so the waist was very narrow and 
wasplike, with a nice big ribcage; she has 
a great profile. There was so much move-
ment packed into this tiny little waist." 

Visually, their Queen is also slightly 
different from the one seen in Cameron's 
film. "In keeping with the idea that the 
Aliens do change from film to film and 
that there is a kind of morphing quality to 
these creatures depending on their sur-
roundings or their strain, we did make the 
Queen's head a bit more ornate and deco-
rative, just to sort of say this is Paul's 
Queen," Gillis explains. "It was a nice, 
elegant approach, especially considering 
that the body had been substantially res-
culpted and is a more intricate and 
cleaner design." 

As far as updating the Predator's look 
was concerned, the basic design remained 
more or less the same, but was fine-tuned 
to make it more, well, sympathetic in a 
sense. "Because of the script's nature and 
what Paul wanted to see out of the Preda-
tor, it became sort of like our hero," says 
Gillis. "In our eyes, he was kind of a lead-
ing man, even though he's a horrible mon-

"There's a sterility to CG shots ... there's an erosion of 
knowledge that has happened since the digital revolution." 

-Alec Gillis 
ster. What we had to do was refine it to the 
degree that it wasn'tjust shock value, like 
in the first films, where here's this horrible 
ugly face . Yes, it has all those characteris-
tics, but maybe if you look closely, you'll 
see that it's actually a bit handsome. It's a 
little more youthful than the Predator in 
the previous films, and was articulated to 
a much greater degree than before, be-
cause it had to be able to emote in a broad-
er range than the first Predator did." 

For Gillis and Woodruff, Alien vs. 
Predator meant plenty of long hours and 
much hard work for them and their crew, 
but they remain pleased with what they've 
achieved and hope that it might spark a 
trend back toward more rubber and less 
CGI. "It would be great if this heralds a 
return to practical things, at least in the 
minds of people making decisions," Wood-
ruff says. "I know it will never be what it 
was in the '80s, where you could make a 
movie for $3 or $4 million and give a Stan 
Wmston a shot at directing. It seems to be. 
the perception that the kind of movies 
we're involved with have to be the big $80, 
$90, $100-million budgets, and we're 
really strongly behind this, saying that 
that doesn't have to be the case. There's 
still a lot that can be done on this size bud-
get and far smaller budgets as well." 

www.fangoria.com 



John Bruno is part of the traditional FX world, a man whose 
skills and experience predate the digital revolution . As such, 
Alien vs. Predators visual FX supervisor doesn't automati -

cally head down Route CGI when presented with a challenge. "I 
have a lot of old-school training," says the Oscar-winning Bruno, 
who has worked on Ghostbusters, Batman Returns, Terminator 2, 
The Abyss, True Lies and Titanic and directed Virus. "I like to use 
models. Today the first thing they say is, 'We'll do everything 
with CGI. ' Well, in some cases that's extremely expensive and 
time-consuming, while in others, depending on the shot, it's eas-
ier to do it digitally. [On AVP], the first thing I did was come up 
with this rule: Do everything for real, and what we can't will 
become an effect. But that effect could be a puppet, a model , a 
miniature or CGI. Using a puppet or a model means it's a 
practical element within the shot, and that all you' re doing is 
compositing other things into a real lighting situation, which is 
quicker to complete." 

That's not to say that AVP is an entirely CGl-free zone. "We 
did some Aliens and a Queen in CGI , plus a few of our charac-
ters for specific shots in which a person physically couldn' t per-
form the action," he explains. "For example, the [creature] suits 
are made of rubber, and the Predator looks good , there's noth-
ing we have to do to him . But the Alien has flutes out the back 
and a tail , and it's a guy in a suit-we all know that-so we 
designed the shots so you don't know it's a guy in a suit. When 
you had to see them (in shots where] their feet look like Alien 
feet, we altered those, and in some cases we took the tails off 
and did CG tails. Basically, we enhanced the live action." 

For certain scenes with the Queen in her egg chamber, Bruno 
decided to build her as a miniature-only she wasn't so minia-
ture. "The Queen and the egg sack were 15 feet long," he 
reveals . "In Aliens, the Queen was full-size and there was a 
l / 4-scale puppet running around, smashing and fighting with 
Sigourney Weaver. We had a l /3-scale puppet, which was 4 
feet; the other was 3 feet." 

The biggest problem for Bruno in Anderson's script was a 

scene in which the Queen is seen on the Antarctic surface, 
exposed and in the open, pursuing a Predator and Sanaa 
Lathan's Lex. "We had to see her full-size; there was no hiding 
her in anything," Bruno notes. "Initially, it all took place in a 
huge blizzard, snow everywhere, 90-mile-an-hour winds. We 
came up with the idea of fogging it all in. There's steam and fog 
everywhere, and the Queen is running in and out of it. Actually, 
it's very cool." 

The final sequence required Bruno to combine a CG Queen, 
the full-size animatronic built by Tom Woodruff Jr. and Alec 
Gillis and a puppet monster. "When it's running, it's CG," he 
explains . "The full-size Queen could move, but we could only 
shoot her from the waist up as she was dollied . The puppet could 
take two steps and be fully moving, but she couldn't walk very 
far. That one was mostly for quick motions. " 

It's Bruno's ability to combine techniques that made the sheer 
amount of FX in AVP even possible . He supervised more than 40 
days of miniature work and was the point man for the creature, 
live-action and various visual FX crews, juggling the demands of 
each . "The most effects I've ever done for a movie was on True 
Lies; that was 170 shots . This movie has close to 400, and on a 
compressed schedule." Still, the experience has been one to sa-
vor. Although he has been concentrating more on directing than 
FX recently, this was one film he says he couldn't pass up . 

"I thought this was very cool ," he recalls, "an it had to be 
done quickly; it wasn't going to take two years. I haven't really 
done an Alien or Predator film , but I've worked with all the peo-
ple, the directors who have done those movies, and I know a lot 
of the history and how it works. Part of why I was asked to do it 
was that I had that knowledge, and I'm a stickler for technical 
accuracy. Even if you don't know anything about these charac-
ters or creatures, there had to be a truth to it. Jim Cameron's the 
same way-there has to be a basis in fact for everything, then 
whatever you do around it will fall into place . So whatever I did 
on Alien vs. Predator, I brought whatever realism I could to it." 

-Mark Salisbury 
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