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    Special Thanks


    


    I don’t even know where to begin. There are so many people that made this whole endeavor possible, and I am eternally grateful to so many people, because I never would have been able to tackle and complete this book without them.


    In no particular order…


    To all the artists who took a chance on me and agreed to be a part of this book: Jennifer Aspinall, Gabe Bartalos, Michèle Burke, John Dykstra, Mike Elizalde, Tony Gardner, Alec Gillis, John Goodwin, Kevin Haney, Steve Johnson, Bob Keen, Rick Lazzarini, David Martí, Todd Masters, Bart Mixon, John Rosengrant, Phil Tippett, Brian Wade, Steve Wang, and Tom Woodruff, Jr. I owe you all so much and will never be able to thank you enough for your participation, as well as the kindness and generosity all of you showed this humble writer.


    To everyone who helped me gather materials for this project, including all the participants and their amazing staff members, the legendary Doug Drexler, as well as Matt Winston and Balázs Földesi from the Stan Winston School of Character Arts, and Cynthia Barron and Shannon Robles from The Jim Henson Company.


    To my editor Derek Anderson, who toiled endlessly to shape my words into something worthy of those I had the honor of interviewing. Thank you for making me sound a lot smarter than I really am, and for being a driving force behind this project.


    To those who helped me out with the gargantuan task of transcribing some of the interviews, including Nolan McBride and Brandon “Skinslip” Henriksen, I could not have done this without all your help.


    To my entire Daily Dead team for being continually awesome. Thank you for pitching in to help make it easier on me to take on this book, including my editor Jonathan Smith, who is truly the best boss I’ve ever worked with throughout my 10-year career as a horror journalist.


    To my brother-in-arms Patrick Bromley, who continues to be wrong about Scream 4, but was still a huge help to me in getting Monster Squad completed, with both editing and transcribing. Thank you for being such a great friend (with a sometimes unusual taste in movies).


    To my amazing friends and family who gave me the courage and strength to follow my dreams back in 2009, and remain a huge part of who I have become over the last eight years: Jenna Mareci, Brian Barbier, Sharon Grosshauser, Margie and Nik Markevicius, The Tietz Family, Cully Johnston, John Rose, Christian Dawson, Fabien Ricard, and without a doubt, my mom, who is the reason I fell in love with horror movies in the first place.


    And to every single person who has ever taken a moment to read something I have written over the last decade — THANK YOU. There’s no way I would have continued to have any kind of success as a writer had it not been for your support. The same goes for Ms. Vicky Edwards, my high school journalism teacher, who saw something in me even before I did, as well as Mike and Mia Kerz, who were kind enough to bring me into the Flashback Weekend family, and continue to be hugely positive supporters of the world of horror and classic genre films.


    Most of all though, I have to thank my partner in crime, Brian, for being the most incredible and encouraging force in my life, who has made so many amazing things in my life possible, but especially this book. Every day with you is truly a gift. I love you and I could not have done this without you.


    Oh, and of course — thank you Johnny Utah for being a very good boy as I worked my way through nearly 75 hours of interviews, and many, many months of writing.
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      The best puppy ever, Johnny Utah.
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    Alec Gillis


    


    While he may not have foreseen just where his artistic tendencies would eventually take him in life, Alec Gillis realized early on that there was a creative streak inside him that was just waiting to be unleashed.


    “Even back in kindergarten, I knew I was a creative kid,” explained Gillis. “We would sculpt things out of clay and the teacher had a kiln. So even back then I was sculpting crazy things, like little Flintstones houses and these weird creations. At that stage, when you get a lot of positive parental and sibling feedback, it just encourages you, and you start thinking to yourself, Well, this is who I am. It becomes part of your identity, and I realize now how fortunate I was, because not everyone gets that kind of parental support.”


    “My father was in the Marine Corps, but he was also an insurance salesman and an artist, too. He was always drawing and he was very interested in special effects. My first recollection of him having a conversation with me about special effects was when I was about eight or nine and he was explaining to me how stop-motion worked, and how King Kong was actually a miniature. That fascinated me.”


    “He also told stories of people he had met in his days in New York City when he was selling insurance to people at NBC. These would be special effects artists for TV shows, as well as Dick Smith. He sold Dick Smith a life insurance policy. So he got to see life masks and clay and he had these tales about the fantastic world that these guys inhabited. That always was very, very attractive to me.”


    “When I was around thirteen years old, I saw a magazine interview with Ray Harryhausen, and that’s when I saw that one person made all these great monsters I loved. That’s when it clicked with me: This is a job? Adults do this? That’s what I want to do. Why would I want to do anything else? There was no other choice for me, really.”


    Before he could get busy making monsters, Gillis set out to learn as much as he could about the art of bringing creatures and memorable characters to life in front of the camera.


    “I started off doing animated films with G.I. Joe dolls or whatever I could find, and I even tried to sculpt in clay on their faces so I could manipulate them and what have you. There wasn’t a lot of information out there when I was growing up.”


    “There were some little glimpses behind the scenes, like a LIFE magazine article that showed Roddy McDowall getting his makeup applied, so I was always hungry for more information. Then I discovered Famous Monsters of Filmland and I spent a lot of time reading those. Any time there was any kind of a behind-the-scenes look into how a makeup or a stop-motion puppet was created, that was like gold to me.”


    “When I was just getting into high school, there were two magazines I found: one was called FXRH and the other was Cinemagic. There were only four issues of FXRH, but it really went in depth about what Ray Harryhausen’s techniques were, how stop-motion puppets were made, and how to create and work with molds, too. Cinemagic was cool because it was more fan-oriented. It was more about what amateurs were doing to attack problems, and it wasn’t just about how to make a rubber mask or how to make a puppet creature — it also had camera information and thoughts about double exposure and trick photography, foreground, miniatures, things like that. Cinemagic gave you a total filmmaking perspective on effects and that always appealed to me. As much as I love the specifics of the technique — whether it’s makeup effects or animatronics or miniatures — it’s always, to me, about, ‘How do you incorporate that into the bigger picture of telling a story on the big screen?’ ”


    As Gillis continued to sharpen his skill set throughout high school, his hobby evolved into a career before he even knew it.


    “As I got better, I took over my mom’s garage and turned that into my workshop. As my work improved and became more sophisticated, people began to realize I was serious about special effects. I was nineteen and a friend of my sister was working for Roger Corman. He saw what I was doing and said, ‘Hey, I should get you an interview with Roger because we’re working on this movie called Battle Beyond the Stars.’ I agreed, but I was really nervous because these guys were professionals and not all of my stuff was all that professional.”


    “I asked him if I could bring a friend, just because I had met this guy recently who was five or six years older than me who was into similar stuff, and he had a great portfolio. I was hoping that might help bolster my chances. That guy, of course, was James Cameron, who back then was delivering books for a school district and had only done a short film, Xenogenesis, at that point.”


    “Jim and I interviewed with Chuck Comisky, Robert Skotak, and Dennis Skotak, who were in a model shop in Tarzana at the time, getting ready to start the miniature photography for Battle Beyond the Stars. The movie hadn’t shot yet and it took them about six months to get back to us. I thought, Well, that obviously didn’t pan out, but then we finally got the call that they were hiring us as a team.”


    “We commuted from Orange County to Venice every day to go work at Hammond Lumber, which was this old lumberyard Corman had purchased. Battle was a great opportunity for me, as I was able to do a ton of different things ranging from working with motion-control systems to building miniature spaceships, and the work was really formative for me. I loved that feeling of making a movie in a big, giant room in a warehouse. Over in one corner are the miniatures and creatures, and then you have the sculptures over there in the other corner. It’s a very efficient and contained way to make a movie, and I loved it.”


    “Battle Beyond the Stars became a springboard for my career,” Alec continued. “I got to work on a few more films, and right when Cameron was getting ready to start The Terminator, I got hired to work on Friday the 13th: The Final Chapter. Before that, I was going to UCLA [University of California, Los Angeles] film school, but I was already a working professional, and I would take the quarter off of school to work with Corman on another movie so that I could save the money up to go back to school. Eventually, it got to a point where I was saying, ‘Why am I doing this? How many more film theory classes am I going to sit through?’ I became very aware of the gap between the real world and the world of college, and it wore thin on me. That’s when I left.”


    “But it did not hurt me in any way to not work on The Terminator. While I had just met Stan Winston through Jim and would probably have preferred to work on The Terminator at the time, I think Stan appreciated that I did not jump ship. He knew I was a man of my word and he knew he could rely on me in the future,” Gillis added.


    “To work on Friday the 13th [The Final Chapter], and to do those kinds of makeup effects with that particular group, was a great experience. Originally, I started working on it for Greg Cannom, but then he left the show and Tom Savini came on. To work with Tom, who came from a completely different background and was a self-taught makeup artist, was very illuminating because I had really thought of him as a cowboy up until that point. I didn’t have a real appreciation for Tom’s background and what he did when he came into this industry.”


    “Tom always had this knack for being able to problem-solve and come up with ingenious solutions. That speaks volumes about Tom’s abilities as an artist. It also showed me that there’s more than one way to do something, and if you get entrenched in any narrow sort of ‘right way’ to do something when it comes to the world of filmmaking, you run the risk of limiting yourself.”


    “Back in the ’80s when Dick Smith’s course came out, I had this conversation with Tom on how it was a valuable learning tool, but the downside to the course was that people considered it as the bible. It was the immutable word of the great Dick Smith, and they were afraid to do things differently than how they saw it done in the course, and Tom agreed.”


    “The thing that drives special effects, especially at that time, is that artists have to always be willing to experiment and come up with their own way to improve, to keep the craft moving forward and make it evolve. Nothing evolves if you just have a single way of doing things, and Tom was the epitome of evolving in his work. He was always coming up with something new, and I’ve always admired people who have that kind of rogue spirit to them.”


    After completing his work on Friday the 13th: The Final Chapter (1984), Alec got the opportunity to join a makeup team led by Greg Cannom for Ron Howard’s sci-fi fantasy film, Cocoon (1985). It was another project that gave Gillis the chance to learn from one of the industry’s most innovative makeup artists.


    “In my early career, it was really awesome how with every different work situation, I was able to learn something wholly unique from that person. It was the same with Greg. He was a phenomenal artist and showed me a lot about the almost impressionistic approach to effects. He didn’t over-fixate on detail, and was more interested in the overall impact of the design and how that could help those details come out.”


    “With Cocoon, Greg was very bold with his colors, and he was a very gutsy guy when it came to those kinds of decisions. We did a lot of last-minute work on Cocoon, fixing and changing things that I honestly didn’t think were going to work. Of course, because Greg is a genius, it all worked beautifully because of his ability to understand how the camera would perceive the colors. I always likened Greg to an old-school matte painter, because those guys had an amazing understanding of what would show up on film and what wouldn’t, and that was a very valuable experience to me.”


    Alec continued to explore the realms of cinematic science fiction when he came aboard Stan Winston’s crew for Tobe Hooper’s Invaders from Mars (1986), which would lead to several years’ worth of work for Gillis.


    “By the time I got to Stan, I already had quite a well-rounded experience, from the Corman film school to working with Greg Cannom and Tom Savini. Plus, I was never pigeonholed into one job, so I had done a bit of everything. I had a very broad base, a very disparate set of experiences, and I think Stan liked that.”


    “At some point prior to The Terminator, Stan basically cleaned out his crew and started over. He was never specific about it, but I think he was trying to build his legacy and he was finding it difficult to do that with guys who would always be second-guessing him. So he brought in a crop of fresh faces: Tom Woodruff, Jr., John Rosengrant, Shane Mahan, and Richard Landon. I came in a little bit after that, and so did Rick Lazzarini, and we were all there to support the boss’ vision.”


    “Because of my varied background, I was able to segue over nicely to be a valuable guy for Stan, and that’s when all of us younger guys got a taste of the A-level movies. It was a great, exciting time to be working for Stan. Invaders from Mars was a valuable experience for me, too, because it peaked in terms of creating the drones and doing those effects while Aliens was coming in. That was my first taste of having to handle two shows at once, and two big shows at that. While we’re painting a drone over on one side, Matt Rose is off in another corner sculpting an Alien tail. Everyone just divided up into teams and tackled everything we needed to get done.”


    “Invaders started shooting when Stan and the other guys had just packed up to go to London, and he left me behind to manage the on-set duties on Invaders from Mars while he took the other guys to really start getting into the build of Aliens. He trusted me, and that was amazing. That’s one thing I took from working with Stan. The other was that nothing was off limits. If he wanted to make something, he would. It was never too big. He would always say, ‘We’re going to figure out a way,’ and he’d plow into it with enthusiasm and energy. I always remember his can-do attitude to any project.”


    Shortly after wrapping their back-to-back sci-fi projects, Winston and his crew were given the opportunity to collaborate on a film that would celebrate the very creatures responsible for most of them falling in love with genre movies and special effects in the first place: Fred Dekker’s The Monster Squad (1987). While they weren’t initially happy with Universal’s decision to not grant the likeness rights to the five classic monsters — Dracula, The Wolf Man, The Mummy, The Creature (a.k.a. Gill-man), and Frankenstein’s monster — they would base their characters on, their excitement far outweighed any disappointments, as Universal’s decision ended up being a huge positive for them as artists.


    “We were all excited when Stan told us about Monster Squad,” said Gillis. “We were just thrilled to get that job, because who wouldn’t be? At first, it was a bit shocking that Universal wasn’t going to grant the rights to these characters, but at the same time, that gave us the opportunity to pay homage and still do something fresh, too. And because that was pre-Internet, we didn’t have to contend with the early negativity. If we had tried to do that now, people would respond with something like, ‘Oh, Stan Winston thinks he’s better than Jack Pierce, eh?’ It was nice to have nothing hanging over us going into those designs beyond just the basics.”


    “We flew into it by the seat of our pants. And because we were taking a chance anyway, we figured we might as well have fun with it. If you get too timid, that’s probably when you’re going to fall down, so we knew we had to be bold with our designs. Plus, this was also in the day when the makeup effects designer was the main creative force and you didn’t have to run it through a studio where everyone has to sign off on everything. These creatures were purely the vision of Stan Winston, along with the Director, Fred Dekker. And that’s how it should be.”


    Once production on The Monster Squad (1987) wrapped, Gillis was at a crossroads, with his mentor continuing to explore his career as a director following the release of his first feature film, Pumpkinhead (1988).


    “We got to a point where we had done Pumpkinhead,” Alec said. “That had turned out great and Stan was on to making A Gnome Named Gnorm. Stan had made an industry announcement that he was no longer doing effects for other people, and that he was only going to do them for his own movies that he was directing. It was the perfect display of the bravado and confidence of Stan Winston, because if anyone could have done it, it would have been Stan.”


    “But Tom [Woodruff, Jr.] and I were looking around going, ‘Hmm… we won’t be able to work with the Steven Spielbergs or Robert Zemeckises or James Camerons anymore,’ which was kind of a bummer. It would be great to see Stan get his directing career off the ground, but they were probably going to be smaller-budgeted movies where we wouldn’t really have a chance to strut our stuff as much.”


    “At that same time, Tom and I had co-written a script that was getting interest, and we thought that maybe this was the perfect opportunity to get that project going. We could bring all the creature effects back to Stan and then we could give back to him. When we pitched that to Stan, he said, ‘Where I need you guys most is out there making monsters.’ And we were like, ‘Well, that doesn’t really fit with our overall plans.’ Stan saw us as the guys that did the creature stuff, and honestly, it didn’t really make sense to me at the time. But I realized over the years that it was him giving us his blessing to go out there and make our own way.”


    “We left Stan on good terms, but then a writers’ strike happened and the industry geared down for a while, which put everything we had been planning on hold. That was a good lesson, actually, because we realized it’s not quite that easy to just go out there and make a movie. We had to figure out how to keep ourselves going. We did a couple of episodes of Monsters, the Laurel Entertainment show, and we did a couple of other projects, too. We ended up having to sublet a space from Rick [Lazzarini], and it was just Tom and I working over there because there was no ADI [Amalgamated Dynamics, Inc.] back then.”


    “Out of the blue, Gale Anne Hurd called us up and said, ‘I have this script called Tremors and I want you to look at it.’ We still hadn’t formed a formal company yet, so we did that while we were breaking down the script and having meetings with Ron Underwood, Steve Wilson, and Brent Maddock. As things were moving forward, we were like, ‘Oh, this movie is really going to happen. Where on Earth are we going to build this stuff?’ In the meantime, they kept asking to come and see our shop, but Tom and I would always just offer to meet them halfway because we were keeping the fact that we had no home a secret. So Marie Callender’s in Toluca Lake was our go-to ‘office’ for a while.”


    “Once we got our first check, we put a deposit down on a building that was being built. But, of course, it never got finished in time. So we had to pull out of that. Luckily, we were able to sublet some space from Howard Berger, Greg Nicotero, and Bob Kurtzman at KNB [EFX Group]. We offered them some work, too, so we had those guys sculpting on Tremors, and when we found another building, that’s when we were able to move. We basically had no equipment at the time, and even though Tremors was not a big-budget movie, we used every dime of it to get us established as a shop and buy what we needed. And that was the start of Amalgamated Dynamics. It was our first big job as ADI, and there couldn’t have been a better one to start the company.”


    With ADI off and running, Alec and Tom found themselves returning to some familiar territory for their next project, David Fincher’s Alien 3 (1992), a sequel much smaller and more intimate in scope and scale compared to its immediate predecessor, Aliens (1986).


    “Alien 3 was a huge moment for us, and it came just in the nick of time, because we were out of work for seven months after Tremors,” admitted Gillis. “The fact that we inherited the Alien series was pretty amazing. I think the reason we got it was that they went to Stan, but he said he wouldn’t do the movie unless he could direct it. So it became a fantastic opportunity for us.”


    “In the first read of the script, I was a little disappointed that there wasn’t something on the scale of the Alien Queen from Aliens, because we really wanted to do something big and bold. Tom and I both thought it was an odd choice that they were retracting back to the model of the first Alien, but that was kind of the vibe that they had going into part three. People had enjoyed Aliens, but they missed the spirit of Ridley [Scott]’s movie, where it was a single creature in a contained environment. It seemed odd to us to just kill off those remaining characters from Aliens and take it all in a new direction, and the film was certainly met with that kind of reaction when it was released, but it’s cool to see that Alien 3 has gained popularity over the years.”


    While in pre-production on Alien 3 (1992), the sequel’s original director, Vincent Ward, departed the project, ultimately scrapping some of the initial design ideas for the film.


    “Vincent Ward actually left before we started building anything, so thankfully it wasn’t like we had to switch horses mid-race. The ideas that were in the Vincent Ward versions of the script were much more risky than what you see now. He was taking more chances with it. He saw the Alien as a metaphor for the devil, and a lot of his influences were medieval influences. At one point, he had a woodcut of the devil with a human face on its ass, and he told us that he wanted to do that. He wanted Sigourney Weaver’s face on the Alien’s ass. That was a really, really risky concept.”


    “After he left the show, a lot of those medieval influences were minimized; there are still some in there with the monks, but that was only a small part of what Vincent wanted to do. From what I heard, there was a prison movie that [20th Century] Fox liked and they thought they could try and turn it into an Alien movie, and now what you see is a blending of those concepts. So when Fincher came on, it cleared the way for Alien 3 to become a bit more of a straight sci-fi movie that fit more cleanly into the Alien legacy.”


    “The one thing that I always appreciated about Fox is that they did make interesting choices in directors when it came to the Alien sequels. They brought in James Cameron, who had two movies under his belt. Fincher became David Fincher with the release of Alien 3, and then you have Jean-Pierre Jeunet, who did The City of Lost Children and Delicatessen, directing [Alien] Resurrection. We got a chance to work with some unique talents with very strong voices on those films, and that doesn’t always happen.”


    While Gillis may not have fully understood Jeunet’s wildly evocative stylistic choices for the fourth installment in the Alien (1979) series, he had to embrace them nonetheless.


    “We weren’t in a position to question anyone’s decisions, because our job is to make the director happy and give him quality creature work that will help support his film. That’s on any film, not just Resurrection. But I do think there were some decisions made on that one that were just a little too outside of H.R. Giger’s realm, like the Newborn Alien. Of all the things on that movie, he [Jeunet] was most passionate about and had the most to say about the design of the Newborn.”


    “Jean-Pierre had his reasons and his own logic behind why it should look like that, but it was such an out-of-left-field approach that it became this freakish sideline character and was a huge departure from the visual language that [H.R.] Giger established at the beginning. But at the end of the day, my job is to make the director happy. Sometimes you’re doing corrective design and making the best of a situation.”


    At the same time they were working on Alien Resurrection (1997), ADI was also handling another ambitious sci-fi project, Paul Verhoeven’s Starship Troopers (1997). To Gillis, while both directors were visionaries behind the camera, their approaches couldn’t be more different from each other.


    “Jean-Pierre is very soft-spoken, very considerate, and has this quiet sense of humor, so he was a little more predictable to manage in terms of where his passions were and his methodology. Paul is a genius of a completely different mold. He’s very passionate, and when his blood boils, he lets his passion loose, and then he calms down just like that. Coming into the project, Phil Tippett warned us in advance and told us, ‘Paul will put you through some agony, but he appreciates that you hang with it and that you stay on the job.’ I just tried to remain as unflappable as possible. Paul’s energy level was amazing for however old he was [late fifties] while we did Troopers, because we were all twenty-five years younger than him and he was outworking us all every single day.”


    “For Starship Troopers, Phil’s team designed those creatures, and our job was to execute and bring them into the real world. It was a much more manageable project than Alien Resurrection, where we had eggs, Chestbursters, death effects, Aliens, clones, and other makeup effects, too. For Troopers, we were dealing with essentially three different [types of] bugs — the Brain Bug, the Warrior Bugs, and the Arkellian Sand Beetles — and then we had to create variations of those designs. Where it got grueling was on set, because of the size and weight of everything and the fact that we were out in the middle of the desert.”


    Alec, Tom, and the rest of the ADI crew reteamed with Verhoeven a few years later for his horror film Hollow Man (2000), the director’s modernized and deeply terrifying take on H.G. Wells’ classic story The Invisible Man. Verhoeven’s iteration featured Kevin Bacon in the titular role, and the project did a brilliant job blending ADI’s ambitious practical effects with cutting-edge visuals spearheaded by Scott E. Anderson.


    “When we first read the script for Hollow Man, we were like, ‘Holy crap!’ ” Alec recalled. “We knew immediately that this was going to take a tableful of people to pull off. The logistics of determining where the overlap between practical and digital effects was going to be were monumental. There seemed to be something on every single page. It came down to both teams having to sit down and figure out the best ways we could complement each other. While a lot of those effects were done via a motion-capture suit, we still created a lot of skin elements and other effects to keep us busy.”


    “One thing Paul was very specific about on Hollow Man was that he really wanted a lot of those gore elements to be practical. There’s the scene where Kevin Bacon goes into the cage and he grabs that dog and kills it because it was barking. We were able to use a stunt dog from the movie Michael for that, and he just bashed around as we had a tube running out of him, squirting hot slime everywhere. And for Kevin’s burns, we had makeup pieces glued to his black leotard to help out Scott and his guys.”


    “Then you have other fully practical elements like Tom [Woodruff, Jr.] in the gorilla suit. When they did the infrared scene with the heat-vision goggles, we just parked Tom under a bunch of 2K lights, where we would heat him up for about forty seconds, and then he’d run over and be hot enough to do the scene that way. Nowadays, people would probably leap to a digital solution for that, but it was so direct and straightforward to us, so we did it as a practical effect.”


    “Something else that I thought was really cool about Hollow Man was how different it was from Starship Troopers. Troopers was this larger-than-life movie about bug aliens, and this was much more about horror on a human level with this creepy, crazy guy who happens to be invisible and does terrible things to other people. That intimacy creates a very different kind of movie experience, and I enjoyed that both films were so uniquely different.”


    While Gillis is a believer in the idea that digital effects do have their time and place, he found out on Universal’s 2011 prequel to The Thing (1982) that too much digital work can not only negatively impact a film’s success, but can also visually destroy one’s hard work at the same time. “When we heard the movie was first out there, the producers reached out to us, sent us the script, and we read it and were like, ‘This is pretty good.’ Of course, our first question was, ‘Well, just how much of this version of The Thing is going to end up digital?’ Because these days, that’s just the way things go.”


    “So, we had the conversation with the producing team, and we asked them how they saw us fitting in, and they told us that they wanted the movie to be 80% practical. My heart literally skipped a beat when I heard that. It was amazing news. The producers told us that they wanted to honor the legacy of the effects that Rob Bottin created on the original, so all the digital people would really be doing was just helping our work. We thought that these people were exactly talking our language, and that excited us.”


    “Tom and I started designing. Everything we were doing was carefully plotted out with the input of Matthijs van Heijningen, the Director. He wanted an aesthetic that felt contemporary but still in line with what Bottin did on the original Thing. What struck me as how different this process was on The Thing was that the feeling of pure joy when it came to having effects in the movie just seemed to be lost as time went on. We would get notes that would say, ‘This needs to look more dangerous.’ They weren’t interested in the subtlety of what Rob did on the original, the creeping weirdness he was able to establish. They just wanted to go from zero to one hundred, and Matthijs was stuck in the middle. He was a first-time [feature film] director and he had to pick his battles.”


    “When we built all of our stuff and took it up to Toronto, we had an idea that something bad might be coming,” Alec continued. “But we started shooting and we all loved it, so everything was going great. There’s always the safety net of digital whenever you shoot now, where they scan things just in case. It’s become the standard operating procedure on any movie, so we just did what was asked of us. And I did have conversations with the visual effects guys, who were all super nice and talented, but there were the occasional conversations where one of them would say, ‘This effect shouldn’t even be practical. It should be digital. There should be more digital in this movie.’ So that was always in the back of our minds.”


    “Then they delayed the release of the film so that it could come out during a less competitive time period. But once we heard about the delay, Tom and I knew they were going to do more digital [effects] because now they had the time. If they have the time, they will continue to noodle it and overwork it, and that’s exactly what happened. We saw a cut of the movie the day before it premiered and it was our worst expectations come true. But we’re big boys. This happened to Rick Baker, it happened to Stan Winston, and it wasn’t something we didn’t wholly see coming. So that’s when we put up the video of how the practical effects looked like originally, and we got a great response to that,” added Gillis.


    There was no way for Alec and Tom to not feel disappointed on the direction that The Thing (2011) took, so they decided the best way to shake off the experience was to create their own project called Harbinger Down (2015), an homage to John Carpenter’s The Thing (1982) and Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979), starring veteran actor Lance Henriksen. The duo successfully Kickstarted the project in 2013, and Harbinger Down (2015) was released in August a little over two years later. While his project management abilities had always helped Gillis in the world of special effects, they were also instrumental in helping him in the director’s chair for Harbinger Down (2015).


    “Everything that I’ve done as an effects artist was tremendously helpful to me as a director, because everything that a director does is stuff that we do throughout the course of a project anyway, so I was very comfortable. The biggest challenge on Harbinger Down was to do this on a low-budget schedule. Even though we were in a contained location, we still had ten sets or so that we had to build, and we had to shoot this stuff in a timely fashion that didn’t blow the budget, either.”


    “There were days where, like with any low-budget movie, you’re running from setup to setup and you don’t necessarily get the coverage you want or even get to do multiple takes. You just have to go with what you get and keep moving forward. It’s exhilarating, but it doesn’t give you 100% control over the process.”


    “It was an incredible learning experience and it really was the opportunity to do what Roger Corman did, which was to make a movie in a big, single warehouse. Also, what Roger did was make derivative movies, like how Battle Beyond the Stars was Star Wars, and so forth. And I love low-budget filmmaking, so what I hoped for this movie was that people who like low-budget filmmaking would say, ‘Wow, that was really an impressive story to pull off,’ even if they didn’t like certain elements of it. A big part of what I wanted to accomplish with Harbinger Down was a different way that practical effects fans can share in the revitalization of the craft without it being backward-thinking, and show them that practical arts are not just nostalgia. They can also be applied to contemporary moviemaking styles as well.”


    As Gillis looks toward the future for Amalgamated Dynamics, he recognizes that the key to the company’s continued success for over twenty-five years is having an indispensable partner to ride alongside through the ups and downs of the business.


    “Having a business partner like Tom Woodruff is a big part of how my career and ADI have lasted so long. I’ve seen the toll this business can take on some of my friends who ran shops where they’re in it by themselves, and a lot of aspects to this job can be very stressful and taxing to take on alone. The more of those experiences you have, the sooner you get to a point where you say, ‘Screw this. I don’t want to do this anymore.’ The work becomes drudgery.”


    “Having a partner to bounce things off of and split the load with is great because we can carry the same load twice as far when we work together. I feel fortunate in that respect. There are not a lot of people that I could have done this with. Hopefully, Tom would say the same thing.”
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      Alec Gillis. Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Alec poses with a special friend. Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Alec at work on Invaders from Mars (1986). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      The drone crew poses on the set of Invaders from Mars (1986). (Alec is standing on the far right.) Photo courtesy of the Stan Winston School of Character Arts.

    

  


  
    
      [image: Image15] 

      Alec between scenes on Invaders from Mars (1986). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Alec sculpting the titular monster’s face for Stan Winston’s Pumpkinhead (1988). Photo courtesy of the Stan Winston School of Character Arts.
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      Tom Woodruff, Jr. and Alec with a Graboid on the set of Tremors (1990). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Alec prepares a Graboid puppet during production on Tremors (1990). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.

    

  


  
    
      [image: Image18] 

      Alec preparing actress Sigourney Weaver for her lifecast on Alien 3 (1992). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Gillis working on Sigourney Weaver’s “double” for Alien 3 (1992). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Alec prepares an unconventional Xenomorph on the set of Alien 3 (1992). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Alec in action on the set of Starship Troopers (1997). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Alec between takes on Hollow Man (2000), with Tom Woodruff, Jr. performing in the gorilla suit. Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Alec working with the animatronic effects on the set of Hollow Man (2000). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Alec on the set of The Thing (2011). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Alec looks over a tentacle effect created for Harbinger Down (2015). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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      Alec on the set of Harbinger Down (2015). Photo courtesy of Alec Gillis.
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