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jeorge Lucas made the solar system

safe for children—until Ridley Scott
|showed up. As quickly as Star Wars
remade cinematic sci-fi, Alien remade it
again—into something much darker.
Better lock up the wookies at night,
unless you want to find nothing but dog
food in the morning.

It was Dark Sar's Dan O'Bannon
who first recognized the potential in
bringing horror back to deep space. A
fan of the '50s alien invasion movies
(see page 8), O'Bannon wasn't especial-
ly interested in the fairy tale tenor" the
genre was taking after Star Wars. His
answer: Space Beast, a straightforward
scream-fest set on a spaceship. "l was
writing dialogue," he reflected in The
Book of Alien, "and one of the charac-
ters said, 'What are we going to do
about the alien?' The word came out of
the page at me, and | said, 'Alien. It's a
noun and an adjective.' So | went in the
other room and shook [writing partner
Ron Shusett] awake and told him. He
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said, 'Okay' and went back to sleep. But
I knew | had found a redlly hot title."

The firgt draft of the screenplay, howev-
er, was little more than technical updating
of old classics like Forbidden Planet and
It! The Terror From Beyond Space.
According to John L. Flynn, author of
Dissecting Aliens, it was Shusett who
came up with the concept that redly
jumpstarted the project. "Dan, | have the
idea. | know what the monster does,"
Shusett said. "The monster screws. the
human being. It plants its seed, [which]
grows and emerges from the body of the
human—a hybrid monster. It's in the
[human], and we don't know it until it
comes out and escapes, and all during the
movie it's chasing the [crew] and chang-
ing into different forms."

It was graphic imagery—some would
sy tasteless—but it was exactly what the
writers needed to elevate Alien beyond
the low-water mark of "B" movie conven-
tions. Now excited by the project,
O'Bannon wanted to direct the film him-
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sdf as a low-budget effort, but Shusett
understood that they had a major-studio
project on their hands and insisted they
chase the money. Eventually, Alien ended
up at Brandywine Productions, whose co-
founder, Walter Hill, one of Hollywood's
most reliable writer-directors (The Get-
away, 48 Hours), loved the premise—if
not the script itself. Hill and fellow
Brandywine exec David Giler rewrote the
script, concentrating on building tension
instead of on the effects gags and space-
ship gizmos O'Bannon and Shusett relied
on. The team also elevated Warrant
Officer Ellen Ripley to the role of hero, a
decision that broke the SF mold and
would make a star of then-unknown Yale
Drama School grad Sigourney Weaver.

Shortly after Alien's release, Walter
Hill, who is currently in litigation with
Twentieth Century Fox over Alien Resur-
rection, gave Cinefantastique his take on
the origina O'Bannon-Shusett screenplay.
"[1t] was, in any kind of literary sense,
remarkably unsophisticated," he said. "It
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had not even B-picture merit ... Nobody
could take it serioudly. It wasn't a profes-
siond job. It was poorly written. It had a
‘Jesus, gadzooks' quality, and no real differ-
entiation in characters. But there was no
question in my mind that they wanted to do
a science-fiction version of Jaws. It was put
together with a lot of cunning. To my mind,
they had worked out a very interesting prob-
lem. How do you destroy a creature you
can't kill without destroying your own life-
support system? Tthis is a good notion, but
the script had a lot of junk in it, like holo-
grams and other current 'pop’ suff."

So why did sole credit go to O'Bannon
(with a shared story credit with Shusett)
after a Writers Guild arbitration? Producer
David Giler explained at the time: "All |
can sy isit's atotadly ridiculous and arbi-
trary process. You just can't tell with the
Writers Guild. In the end, the plot in
O'Bannon's [original script] and the one
in [the final version] are basically the
same. And yet, they're as different as night
and day It's subtler than the Writers Guild
is equipped to handle. Though the story-
lines are basicaly the same, what happens
to the characters has been changed drasti-
cdly. That is what has been atered.”

No matter which version of the script
you're talking about, the storyline is

vessel Nostromo makes an unscheduled
detour to an alien planet under the orders
of their superiors, "The Company." There
they inadvertently pick

up a parasitic lifeform

that enters one of the

crewmen, gestates and

then bursts through his

chest before going

through a series of

physicad changes, dl

the while dispatching

crewmembers one by

one. Warrant Officer

Ripley (Weaver) ulti-

meately learns that the

ship's computer, as

well as an onboard

android, has taken a

very Hal 9000-like

approach to this mis-

sion, and has made the crew expendable.
The Company's only priority is to bring the
creature to Earth for its bio-weapons divi-
sion, paving the way not only for sci-fi's first
post-feminism heroine (Ripley) but also for
dual villains (the unstoppable aien and the

massive, immoral "Company"), which pro-
vided Brandywine and Fox with a variety of
insta-premises for sequels.

he script, of course, is the irreplaceable

building block of a great movie—and

O'Bannon and Shusett, as well as Hill
and Giler, have received due credit over
the years. But the ultimate authority in the
movie business—the chief builder of the

straightforward: The crew of the mining THE EVOLUTION OF AN ACTION HEROINE: Weaver [with Veronica Cartwright] was a mild-mannered

warrant officer in Alien before getting tough with a ship-load of marines in the sequel [above]
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