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Chimera


Introduction

This Research Methods Proposal will present the development of own research methods and study, with targeted areas to support the development of a creature that will be a principal part of a new film titled ‘Chimera’. The key focus of this proposal will be the development and process of creating a new character/creature that will be on brand with the ‘Chimera’ title and will have an original twist on the creature rather than a traditional and overused horror movie bloodthirsty monster. This process will be split up into different parts consisting of research and methodology, proposal, evaluation, and conclusion.

The research and methodology will show examples of popular film and tv creatures, the practices used in the industry, industry techniques, mythical creatures and referencing. The proposal will present a synopsis for the ‘Chimera’ film, which will establish the environment and introduce the creature, the proposal will also present the creature accompanied with inspiration and some basic concept sketches as well as showing the thought process behind the character. Finally, the evaluation will summarise the Research Methods Proposal.












Research and Methodology

There are many factors to consider when creating a creature for a production, you need to know the genre, environment, target audience, style, practical/ CGI and most importantly you need to have a lot of references and research. A good idea is to look at what worked in the past, and how other productions have approached this. 


Creatures in Film and TV

Some of the most iconic and recognisable film and tv creatures that are credited among many “top lists” are the Xenomorph – Alien (1979), Godzilla – Godzilla (1954), The Thing - The Thing (1982), Predator – Predator (1987), King Kong – King Kong (1933), The Pale Man – Pan’s Labyrinth (2006), The Weeping Angels – Doctor Who (2007), and finally the dinosaurs – Jurassic Park (1993). Now there’s plenty more honourable mentions such as the many alien species from Star Wars, but the list would go on for ever. Out of all of the listed creatures, most have one thing in common, and it’s not the title of the film being the creatures’ name. Most of the creatures above have been made using practical effects such as costumes, makeup, or physical models. 


Practical Effects vs CGI

Choosing between practical or CGI is one of the biggest decisions when it comes to production. In the early 2000’s, newer films started to switch to more CGI creatures and sets due to the technology being more accessible than ever before, and potentially being cheaper. This is the complete opposite to older productions pre-1980’s where most productions would rely on puppets, costumes or models, which is the more traditional practical approach, with CGI not being as developed and affordable as it has become. 

With the overinflated use of CGI in the vast majority of new productions, there has been a rise in criticism in overusing CGI and losing an aspect of reality or interaction you would get with practical effects. Here are some quotes from artists and directors in favour of practical effects. “To put it simply, audiences know when they see special effects,” quote from The Los Angeles Film School. According to Rick Baker in the Tested interview, “There’s a magic that happens when you have a really great actor in great make-up. He’s there on the set, he can improvise and do things. If he’s on a motion capture stage with a bunch of markers on his face, even great actors have a hard time in an empty room.” On the set of the Jurassic World, Colin Trevorrow said that practical effects, including dinosaur puppets, “drew a beautiful performance out of the actors – we couldn’t have done it with a computer.”

While there is some valid criticism targeted at the use of CGI in production, there are also many examples that show, how well CGI can work when it’s done right. The best example out there to this date must be Gollum from Lord of the Rings, the eerie looking character gave movie goers chills when the movie was released, this was due to how realistic the character looked and was portrayed, while having rather unnatural and very deformed human features. In a Vulture article written by Caroline Conrad, the creatures’ supervisor from Weta Digital that worked on the production of Lord of the Rings, Eric Saindon gave insight into the production of the films, more specifically the making of Gollum. “When we did Gollum, no one had really done a CG creature mixed with live action that you were supposed to believe was just a creature in the scene.” You can really see what Saindon meant if you look at the recordings of Andy Serkis in a motion capture suit, splashing around in water later being cut out of the shot, and replaced with his 3D counterpart. The interaction with the real-life environment made the scenes more realistic and made Gollum look like he was actually there. Weta Digital pioneered CGI creature animation with Gollum by solving problems they ran into, most of the time by having to invent new technology. “We were inventing technology as we were doing it, it was a huge challenge. Like, we were writing muscle systems. Because he was so skinny, you saw all of the muscles moving under his skin.” One of the biggest feats Weta accomplished with Gollum was creating Subsurface Scattering which they won an Oscar for.

Ultimately both practical effects and CGI have positive and negative attributes, and both have been used to produce incredible creatures and films. While there is no clear winner, it can be said that the best option is to use a mixture of both, using practical effects to help actors visualise the environment and other creatures, and adding extra realism and detail with CGI.
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Mythical Creatures

Mythical creatures come from old stories and legends and have been depicted in all sorts of media. It’s hard to find a single fantasy genre film without a dragon, mermaid, or fairy. This use of mythical creatures in entertainment has been normalised now, and isn’t attributed to a singular series or brand, to think that all of those different iterations of mythical creatures come from stories ageing back hundreds of years is quiet something. The origins of these creatures vary from merging humans with animals, animals with other animals and over the top exaggerations of already ‘weird’ animals. 


Real Life Referencing

Believability is one of the most crucial aspects to consider when making a ‘fake’ creature. All creatures must abide by some sort of physics, regarding their size, weight, strength, movement, mood, and personality. While made-up creatures can have some made-up attributes such as a lion with wings that can fly (like a Griffin), it wouldn’t hurt to do research into lions to see how they move on ground and compare that to how a winged animal flies, using that information to make more realistic movement making it believable, for example giving it large wings to support its weight, with big sweeping motions when it flies.

Screenwriting

Screenwriting is a key aspect of a film production; it also comes in handy when working on a creature design. The reason being that most characters and creatures are based on book or film descriptions, a good starting point is to have a synopsis of the story, based on the screenplay to establish the environment and backstory of the creature. Quentin Tarantino is regarded as one of the best directors in the industry, his popularity comes from his unique approach and intense characters. In an interview compilation on Outstanding Screenplays YouTube channel, Tarantino talked about his screenwriting process and shared 10 tips to follow. Tarantino talks about developing your own writing process that makes you happy, which shows that there is no right or wrong way when it comes to writing and encourages writers to be comfortable with how they work. Out of the nine remaining tips, these three stand out the most, “Write the movie you want to see”, “write extensive character backstories”, and “give your character moral choices”. 

Environment

Knowing the environment of a project is key, the environment shapes the story and the characters within. A character from a big city, with a wealthy background will be significantly different to a character that grew up in the slums with nothing. Likewise, a character from a warm environment will dress different to a character from a cold climate et cetera. 

Egypt

Egypt is a fascinating country full of incredible lore, structures, and history. No wonder it is one of the biggest tourist attractions, in fact, since 2005 Egypt has been averaging around 10 million tourists a year, with a peak of “14.7 million tourists” in 2010, according to reuters.com. In total, tourism amounts to 12% of Egypts GDP. The iconic pyramids of Giza and the Sphinx have reached worldwide popularity due to their fascinating history and the mystery of their construction. It is believed that the Great Pyramid has been constructed around 4600 years ago, using copper chisels to carve large stones which were then placed in position. There are many conspiracies about how the pyramids came about, including theories such as aliens and advanced ancient technology. All of those great stories and conspiracies made for great entertainment, with countless films coming out of Hollywood, such as “The Mummy”, “Alien Vs. Predator” and “Exodus: Gods and Kings”.
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All Gizah Pyramids – Ricardo Liberato


Egypt’s climate is a semi-desert “characterized by hot dry summers, moderate winters and very little rainfall.” The habitat is rocky and sandy, filled with desert’s and has coastlines on the Mediterranean Sea, the River Nile, and the Red Sea. This wasn’t always the case, “About 14,500 to 5,000 years ago, North Africa was green with vegetation and the period is known as the Green Sahara or African Humid Period.” This could suggest that Egypt could have been green with vegetation and a perfect habitat for humans when the pyramids were built, even though it is currently believed that is not the case, it could be an interesting concept for a fictional film.
Proposal


Alien Chimeras have established one of the most advanced human civilisations on Earth, they managed to control and influence earthlings using their cunning nature and their sage wisdom. During their dynasty they have built the pyramids using their long-lost, yet advanced technology. The ancient humans worshiped them like demigods. 

That was the synopsis for the hypothetical ‘Chimera’ film which was written to give an insight into the backstory, as well as presenting the Alien Chimera rise to power during the ancient Egypt times, thousands of years before the ancient cataclysm. 
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Chimera Film Logo sketch – Karol Schwarz
Chimera morphing gif – Karol Schwarz


The Alien Chimera are an advanced species of alien from a distant galaxy, the elite from their planet send out small groups of chosen to infiltrate planets and rule them to gain control of the known universe (their motive being peace, they are also very prideful beings that believe that they are best suited to rule). The Alien Chimera have a humanoid look, their skin is pale, varying from shades of green to blue. They are naturally over 7ft tall but can shape shift down to 5ft, they have large black eyes, very bony shaped faces, elongated skulls (usually more prominent with elites) and they have long slender bodies with 2 arms and 2 legs, with long slim fingers. Their ability to morph into other humanoid bodies allows them to blend in with humans and other aliens, as long as they have 2 arms and 2 legs. The species is so advanced it can pick up local tongue after hearing all of the syllables. The Alien Chimeras are so advanced that they have no need to conquer or slay, instead they share their knowledge by starting new civilisations on primitive planets and sharing their advanced technologies. Once they settle and start a civilisation they stay on the planet for as long as they can, usually lasting until an unpreventable cataclysm, they don’t keep in contact with their home unless they are returning.
Making the Alien Chimera

The creature concepts will be made using the Alien Chimera description, the concepts will be made using photoshop and graphic tablets, as well as other alternatives such as procreate on an iPad with an apple pencil. The proportions will be based on human examples, same with its movement and weight for reference, with minor changes based on description above. The final character design alongside a model sheet will be made using the same software. The attire for the creature will be inspired by ancient Egypt clothes, Pharaohs, and gods to fit the story. The 3D models will be made in zBrush and MAYA, and the character would be rigged in MAYA as well. The textures would be designed on Photoshop and implemented using the character models and the UV tools in MAYA. 




















Evaluation

The Alien Chimera proposal is supposed to be a breath of fresh air in the creature film industry. The concept was made to stand out against the typical, overused, and recycled ideas that are being put out in film over again. The representation of alien creatures tends to be barbaric and animal like, with the aliens’ sole purpose being that of destroying Earth for food, resources or just for the sake of it. In ‘Chimera’ the creatures are more complex, rather than looking for planets to invade they find ‘projects’ to work on, they see themselves as higher beings and doing so fuels their pride. Taking a primitive civilisation to a technologically advanced state is the highest honour for the creatures, obviously not all Alien Chimera’s think the same way, but all live by that conviction, almost like a hive mind. Aliens and non-human looking creatures are usually depicted as evil in these kinds of films, maybe it’s because they tend to be less relatable to the audience than a human character. A potential solution that could solve the problem could be done by giving the character a personality or maybe giving the alien/creature a more humanoid look, this has been taken into consideration when designing the Alien Chimera creature. In film there are many examples of an evil human character that could be called a monster with no physical differences to an average Joe, so why can’t a monster looking character have a complex personality.

This kind of character depth is what makes the creatures interesting and original, while this can work and attract a new audience, it could isolate established audiences of the more traditional horror sci-fi genre. A way to work around this potential problem would be good marketing, targeting a broader sci-fi audience with the trailers and promotional posters could work. Another way to please horror sci-fi fans would be to include some of that horror aspect, by doing a tense scene with some gore or violence. 

In terms of the production part of the proposal, the selected methods and approach have been tested and are an effective and efficient way of getting work done. This doesn’t rule out that there could be a better way of approaching the production, there could be some new software and techniques that are worth looking into. Doing more research on alternative software as well as trying it out would be a smart idea.





Conclusion

In summary, the synopsis for the Alien Chimera in the ‘Chimera’ film is a strong starting point which sets the narrative and establishes the creature. The proposal plan for the creature is detailed with information for their design, paired with a concept gif that shows the Alien Chimera transformation into human Pharoah, which gives the design production a nice starting point. The creature proposal also outlines the back story of the Alien Chimera and their objective, which is important to keep in mind in the design process. The concept design stage will have the most freedom and will show different approaches to the creatures look, once the creature has a face to it, the rest of the process will be a lot more supervised, following a production pipeline. The proposal for the process may undergo some minor changes with some new programmes being tried, but the outcome will remain the same. 
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