
Deconstructing the Alien Covenant Visual Style:
How Design Shapes Horror

Return to Form, Return to Terror
When Ridley Scott returned to the franchise he started with "Alien" (1979), expectations were
sky-high. "Prometheus" (2012) had divided audiences with its philosophical ambitions and
clinical aesthetic. For its sequel, "Alien: Covenant" (2017), Scott and his team made a deliberate
choice: strip back the abstraction and bring back the gritty, functional horror that defined the
original. The resulting film is a masterclass in how production design, lighting, and texture can
dictate the emotional temperature of a scene. Understanding the alien covenant visual style
means understanding how every surface, every shadow, and every piece of machinery is
weaponized to make you feel vulnerable.

Scott collaborated once again with production designer Arthur Max (who worked on
"Prometheus" as well as "Gladiator" and "Exodus: Gods and Kings"). Together they created a
world that feels both expansive and claustrophobic. The key word here is "industrial." Where
"Prometheus" had sleek, almost sterile corridors and holographic interfaces, "Covenant" leans
into a grittier, more analog look. The spaceship itself, the Covenant, is a massive colonization
vessel carrying thousands of settlers in cryo-sleep. Its interior is a maze of functional, worn-in
spaces. Pipes run exposed along the ceilings. Control panels have physical buttons and
switches. The lighting is often harsh and directional, coming from practical sources like
overhead strips or emergency beacons. This is not a luxury cruise liner; it is a working ship, and
it looks like it has been in space for years.

The Architecture of Dread
The alien covenant visual style borrows heavily from the brutalist and industrial aesthetic that
defined the original 1979 film. In "Alien," the Nostromo was a tugboat, a dirty freighter with
grimy corridors and a no-nonsense crew. "Covenant" updates that idea for a larger budget and
a more advanced colony ship, but the philosophy is the same. Every corridor feels like it could
be a dead end. The air handling vents are large enough to crawl through, and the shadows are
deep enough to hide anything. The designers used a palette of greys, browns, and muted
metallics, punctuated by the red of emergency lights and the pale blue of the terraforming
equipment. This limited color scheme keeps your eye from resting comfortably. There is no
visual comfort zone.

One of the most effective design choices is the contrast between the human environments and
the alien environments. When the crew lands on the planet, they find a world that is at once
beautiful and wrong. The landscape is vast, with towering mountains and a pale, hazy sky. But
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the grass is strange, the water is not quite right, and the air is breathable but carries a faint
threat. The alien ruins they discover are made of a smooth, black, almost obsidian-like
material. These structures are organic and angular at the same time, with no sharp corners but
with an unsettling sense of scale. The black goo from "Prometheus" has evolved into a kind of
fungal spore that grows and spreads like a disease. This visual language tells you, without a
single line of dialogue, that this place is not meant for humans.

Lighting as a Character

Dariusz Wolski's cinematography is crucial to the alien covenant visual style. He uses light to
create depth and to conceal threats. In many scenes, the characters are lit from one side only,
leaving half their face in shadow. This reflects their moral ambiguity and their vulnerability.
When the Neomorph bursts from the back of a crew member in the famous shower scene, the
lighting is almost clinical: bright, white overhead light that makes the blood and viscera starkly
visible. But in the corridors, the lighting is often low and flickering, mimicking a power failure.
The camera often moves slowly, almost creeping, as if it is searching for something. This gives
the audience the feeling of being hunted, even when nothing is happening on screen.

The Xenomorph itself, when it finally appears, is a creature of pure design. H.R. Giger's original
concept art is still the foundation, but the design has been refined. It is sleeker, faster, and
more agile. Its biomechanical body gleams with a wet, oily sheen under the right light. The
head is elongated, the tail is whip-like, and the inner jaw snaps out with terrifying speed. The
creature is shot mostly in shadow, with brief flashes of light revealing its form. This keeps it
mysterious and unpredictable. You never get a full, static look at it. You see it in motion, in
pieces, in the corner of the frame. This is a deliberate choice. The alien covenant visual style
understands that the imagination is more frightening than any clear image could be.

Texture and Materiality
A huge part of what makes the alien covenant visual style work is the tactile quality of the sets.
These are not green-screen environments. The production team built massive, practical sets
for the Covenant ship, the planet surface, and the alien structures. Every wall has a texture.
Every button on a control panel is a real button. The costumes are layered with pouches,
straps, and scuffed boots. This physicality grounds the film in reality, even as the story
becomes more fantastical. When a character touches a wall, you feel the cold metal. When
they run through a corridor, you hear their footsteps echo. This sensory immersion makes the
horror more immediate.

Compare this to many modern sci-fi films that rely on digital sets and smooth, glossy surfaces.
Those films can look beautiful, but they often lack weight. "Covenant" feels heavy. The doors
clang shut. The air recycling system hums. The terraforming bay is a vast, dark space filled



with machinery that looks like it could actually work. This commitment to practical effects and
real materials pays off in the horror scenes. The gore is practical, too. The chestburster scene,
the backburster scene, the facehugger attacks - these are done with animatronics and
prosthetics, not CGI. They have a visceral impact that digital effects rarely achieve. The
audience knows, on a subconscious level, that what they are seeing is real, and that makes it
more disturbing.

The Pale Engineer and the Neomorph

The alien covenant visual style also extends to the creature design. The Engineers, the giant
humanoid species introduced in "Prometheus," are shown here in ruins. Their bodies are
decaying, but their forms are still imposing. The Neomorph, the first new creature of the film, is
a pale, almost translucent being. It is born from a human host in a scene that is a direct
homage to the original chestburster, but the design is very different. The Neomorph is all white,
with a smooth, almost fetal appearance. It has no eyes, only a blind, seeking head. It is a blank
slate, a pure predator. This design contrasts with the classic Xenomorph, which is black,
biomechanical, and covered in pipes and ridges. The two creatures represent different stages
of the same lifecycle, and their visual differences tell that story.

There is also the Protomorph, the creature that David creates in his lab. This version of the
Xenomorph is more organic and less refined. It has a more human-like posture and its head is
less elongated. David is a synthetic being, and his creation reflects his own nature: cold,
analytical, and twisted. The design of his laboratory is equally telling. It is filled with vats,
specimens, and sketches of previous attempts. This is the lair of a mad scientist, and the
visual clutter reflects his obsession. The alien covenant visual style uses each environment to
reveal character. The Covenant ship is a machine. The planet is a tomb. David's lab is a mind
made manifest.

Conclusion: A Blueprint for Modern Horror
"Alien: Covenant" is not a perfect film, but its visual design is a lesson in how to build dread.
The alien covenant visual style proves that horror is not just about jump scares or gore. It is
about creating a world that feels real, dangerous, and indifferent to human life. Every design
choice, from the texture of a wall to the color of a light, is made with that goal in mind. The film
asks us to look at the darkness, to understand the machinery of fear, and to recognize that the
most terrifying monsters are the ones that come from the same materials as our own
technology. For filmmakers and fans of the genre, studying this visual language is essential. It
shows that the best sci-fi horror is not about the future, but about the present, distorted and
amplified by the shadows of what we have built.



To truly appreciate the craft, you need to watch the film with your eyes open to the details.
Notice how the alien covenant visual style uses scale to make you feel small. Notice how the
lighting conceals more than it reveals. Notice how every surface has a story. The film is a
collaboration of hundreds of artists, and their work is visible in every frame. It is a reminder
that in cinema, what you see is just as important as what you hear. The visual language of
"Covenant" is a language of fear, and it speaks fluently.


