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“For all of us misfits who have
 had pig’s blood dumped on our heads,
 here’s to our sweet revenge…”
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The following is an oral history of Brian De Palma’s 1976 landmark horror film Carrie, based on the novel by Stephen King.

I had conducted many of the interviews, while fellow writer Ryan Clark conducted others. The photographs provided are from Manoah Bowman’s personal collection. The layout and design for the book is by Darren Cotzabuyucas, with front cover artwork by Michael Broom.

A massive thanks is in order for everyone who helped out in every which way and to the contributing interviewees.

– Lee Gambin
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Title treatment from the 1974 first edition novel of Carrie by Stephen King.
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(author of the novel, Carrie)

When I got the idea for Carrie, I thought it would be a short story for one of the men’s magazines I’d been writing for (Cavalier, Adam, Gallery). The genesis was actually a Life Magazine article I’d read in high school, about telekinetic outbreaks in the home of a teenage girl somewhere in the Midwest: bottles flying, mirrors and windows breaking, pictures falling off the walls. According to the article, such outbreaks were most common in homes where girls were just entering puberty, and often these girls were emotionally troubled. The article theorized (rather wildly, I think now), that teenage telekinesis might have been partially responsible for the outbreaks leading to the Salem witch trials.

When I wrote Carrie, I used the stuff in the magazine article, adding in a rain of stones—which I also used in Rose Red—because this is also a widely reported psychic phenomenon, going back to Biblical times. I also used it because it’s in The Haunting [The Haunting of Hill House, a novel by Shirley Jackson], and I thought it was cool.

EC Comics influenced a lot of my work, but not Carrie. What I kept in the front of my mind while writing it was a John Agar film called The Brain from Planet Arous [1957]. The main character became drunk with psychic power, and at one point blew up a passenger plane just by looking at it. I put something like that in, actually, but the editor made me take it out!

The story of how my wife fished the unfinished manuscript out of the trash has been repeated ad nauseum, and I won’t repeat it here. The reason I threw it away was because I could see it would be too long for magazine publication, and we needed money fast. We had two kids and were really broke. But Carrie White’s life was also depressing to write about. I based her on two unfortunate, persecuted girls I knew in high school—one died of an epileptic fit in her early twenties, the other blew her head off with a shotgun—and it was depressing. It isn’t a book I go back and re-read. I love it because it opened the door for me, and I’d never disown it, but it doesn’t have much music in it. Just a lot of rage.

I got $2,500 for an advance, and when the paperback rights sold for $400,000, I got half of that—enough to write full-time. I think about a year later, probably two or three months after it was published, my wife and I were living on a farm in North Berwick, Maine. My writing studio was basically a horse stall in the barn next door. It was hotter than hell, and mostly I wrote stripped to my undershorts. I was working on “The Body,” a story that eventually showed up in Different Seasons. My wife came running out one day and told me I had a phone call from New York. It was my Doubleday editor, Bill Thompson.

Doubleday was then serving as my agent—which is like hiring a fox to guard the chickens—and they had optioned Carrie to Paul Monash for $60,000. I knew Monash as the producer of a TV serial called Peyton Place [1964–1969], starring Mia Farrow and Ryan O’Neal. I knew he was independent rather than studio, but I thought he might actually make the picture. I went out to the local McDonald’s and bought my wife and I Orange Flurry shakes to celebrate.
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Original hardcover novel of Carrie by Stephen King [1974].
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(screenwriter)

I happened to read the rough manuscript back in 1974, while working as a reader for a New York producer and television talk-show host named David Susskind. Carrie’s publisher, Doubleday, was submitting the material to studios and producers to try to sell the film rights, and I went totally out-of-my-mind insane for it from the very first page. I did my best to persuade Susskind as well as a half-dozen other studios who had offices in New York to buy it, but no one sparked to it initially, much to my dismay and disappointment. Then, more than a year later, I was living in L.A. While still working for Susskind, I’d come across a wonderful first screenplay by Robert Getchell called Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore. I persuaded Susskind to option the script, and thanks to a number of serendipitous circumstances, we ended up making the film [in 1974] with Ellen Burstyn, Martin Scorsese and Warner Bros., and I served as its Production Executive. When Alice was completed, I once again needed a job, and through mutual friends, ended up being put together with a major Hollywood producer, Paul Monash, who was looking to hire a story editor. I was leaving our interview when he happened to mention that he had one more project in development—a first novel by an English teacher in Maine. Of course, it was Carrie, and I instantly turned around and accepted the job. When the first writer he’d hired didn’t work out, I jumped at the chance to write the script, and Monash gave me the opportunity.


[image: Image]

Screenwriter Lawrence D. Cohen served as a Production Executive on Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore [1974] before taking on the script for Carrie.



Monash was a savvy, very Hollywood producer, about in his late fifties. He was an aspiring novelist with an East Coast background, albeit that his mother had acted in silent films. I’d agreed to meet with him in the first place because of his reputation. As a producer, his movies included Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid [1969] and Slaughterhouse-Five [1972]. He had written and produced the pilot for the original The Untouchables [1959–1963] for TV, as well as created Peyton Place [1964–1969] as the first primetime serialized soap, and was at one point slated to produce The Exorcist [1973]. So you could say he had a good commercial instinct about material.

My intent was very much to try to recapture my own first reading experience of the book. I did my best to stay in touch with those initial intense emotions I felt as a reader—shocked, thrilled, captivated, moved, wanting to know what happens next—and replicate that experience in the screenplay. Steve’s writing was incredibly powerful and visceral, and I thought my job was to reduce the narrative mosaic down into its most concentrated form so the story could speak for itself. As for dialogue, Steve’s scenes for Carrie and Margaret were a screen-writer’s dream—so specific to them as characters, and so heightened and aria-like at moments that they were virtually performing duets. I chose the best lines from the book wherever I could to help create the illusion of fidelity to the book. The high-school kids, on the other hand, were less well defined, and their dialogue needed more invention—but again, I was taking Steve’s novel as the template to work from, and did my best to stay close to the intention, if not the exact letter. There were also instances where we needed new scenes that I specifically created for the movie—an opportunity, for example, to see Margaret exist outside her life with Carrie. Hence, the scene where she comes to the Snell house and asks Sue’s mother for a donation. I also created an ongoing new parallel fairy-godmother relationship between the gym teacher and Carrie, as a contrast to Carrie’s turbulent relationship with Margaret.
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Margaret White (Piper Laurie) visits Mrs. Snell (Priscilla Pointer) to ask for donations to the church.
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(director)

I was at a gym with a writer friend, and he suggested that I read this book, and then I went around the corner to the bookshop on 8th and University and bought it—it was a hardback—and read it. And then I asked my agent who owned it, and proceeded to try to get involved with being selected as the director. I just thought it was a very good idea, and I had all kinds of ideas of how to make it into a really good movie. You can never predict these things. I thought, “Well, this is good material, and I know what I can do with it.”

[The project] was first at Fox, and then they turned around and took it to UA, and that’s when I got involved with it, because [Mike] Medavoy knew me and thought I would be the best director for the movie. I was feeling not so bad really, because in the sixties, Greetings [1968] was a big underground hit, and Sisters [1972] was a hit, and I’d done Obsession [1976] before Carrie, so I wasn’t too concerned because I’d had this early success in the late sixties. Needless to say, I was concerned by the fact that I had been fired from Get to Know Your Rabbit [1970, released 1972] and this did not bode well for me working within the studio system. So getting the job for Carrie was an important one. I was very happy to be working in the studio system again.
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Film posters for Greetings [1968] and Sisters [1972], both directed by Brian De Palma.
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Monash hired Brian De Palma to direct. Nobody at Doubleday knew who he was, but I did, because I’d seen Sisters [1972]. I was very excited.

[image: Image]NANCY ALLEN

(“Chris Hargenson”)

The great thing about the directors of the seventies—[it was] such a prolific time in filmmaking—the filmmakers, whether it was in this country or England or wherever, but particularly those American directors coming up, there’s at least ten of them I can think of off the top of my head that were just … You couldn’t wait for their next film. They all came out of, for lack of a better word, sort of guerilla filmmaking, where you just got a camera and you shot and you did everything. Brian was after my own heart in that he really was not a Hollywood person. He was more of a rebel, more of an independent kind of filmmaker, and doesn’t really fit the mold of the “blockbuster” kind of director. There has to be something a little more mainstream about that, I think.
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Film poster for Obsession [1976] which Brian De Palma directed before taking on Carrie.
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I saw great opportunities for extended, carefully choreographed, silent sequences—especially the balloting at the prom. When I first had my meeting with [Monash] … He was kind of a conventional producer. You sense immediately that they’re a little squeamish about the material. They see its possibilities commercially, but they consider it in bad taste. So I had no problems like that. I thought Stephen King had made the right choices, and I was gonna try to make them as effective and not pull any punches with this stuff.

[image: Image]PAUL HIRSCH

(editor)

My brother Charles was working for Universal in New York, scouting young writing and directing talent. Brian came to him looking for support from the studio for a project. He and Charles hit it off. They co-wrote a script loosely inspired by Godard’s Masculin Féminin [1966], entitled Greetings, about three young guys—one of whom was Bobby De Niro, as we knew him then—trying to avoid being drafted and sent to Vietnam. But the studio wouldn’t support their idea. Frustrated by the studio’s inaction, they took the bull by the horns and raised the money from private sources, then filmed it during Charles’s two-week vacation, with him producing. It was released [in 1968] by Sigma III. As for me, after graduating from Columbia University, I had gone to the School of Architecture there, but dropped out on my twenty-first birthday, and ran away and joined the circus [the film business]. By this time, I had been working as an assistant editor at a trailer house in NY, and Charles hired me to cut the trailer for Greetings. Brian and I met then and liked each other. Our senses of humor seemed to jibe, and we had both attended Columbia. Greetings became a minor hit, and Charles and Brian were given the money to do a sequel, provisionally entitled Son of Greetings. De Niro was brought back to star, and I was hired as the editor, as well as performing assistant-editor, music-editor, and sound-editor duties. The title was changed during post-production to Hi, Mom!

Hi, Mom!, Sisters, Phantom of the Paradise, and Obsession were each in a different genre: comedy, horror, musical, and romantic thriller. But they all had Brian’s style of reaching for visual expressiveness, and I became better at visualizing the intended result from seeing the dailies, and handling the many different angles Brian provided me. I understood his taste for the POV shot as a way of heightening the audience’s connection to the characters. I had studied music, having been a percussionist at the High School of Music & Art in NY, and I developed my editing sensibilities and feeling for timing based on my understanding of rhythm in music. The material that Brian shot was very specific, but at the same time, paradoxically, he gave me a lot of freedom in how I put together his vision.
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Film poster for Hi, Mom! [1970] directed by Brian De Palma and starring Robert De Niro.
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Film poster for Brian De Palma’s Phantom of the Paradise [1974].
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(assistant to Jack Fisk)

I used to work for two art directors, and one of them was Jack Fisk. I had met Jack through another art director by the name of Peter Jamison. Jack had encouraged Peter to become a full-time, fully realized production designer, and I was hired by Peter on the first movie that he production-designed, which was a Roger Corman film called Big Bad Mama [1974], starring Angie Dickinson. When I had finished that job, I was gonna take a little break—I had only been in LA for about six months, and I was eighteen years old at the time. But then Peter had said, “Well I’m gonna start work on another movie with the guy that got me started in this business.” That person was of course Jack Fisk, and they had got together to start work on Brian De Palma’s film Phantom of the Paradise. And these two guys were joined with Rosanna Norton, who was the costume designer on that film, so the three of them worked together and formed this group. They were set to work on a new film which was called Darktown Strutters [1975], which was kind of like a Black Blazing Saddles [1974]. Now this would have been probably 1974, so I worked with them on that. Later I ended up taking care of Peter’s house. I got to know Sissy Spacek during this time. She had done Badlands [1973]—that is where she and Jack had met, but her career didn’t really go into overdrive until Carrie came out.
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Bill Paxton in Taking Tiger Mountain [1983] (filming took place in 1974). Over the next year, he would star in his first feature film Bad Mama [1974], then go on to assist Jack Fisk, art director on Carrie.
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Sissy Spacek and Jack Fisk circa 1975.
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(art director)

I met Ed Pressman working on Badlands in Colorado, and after that film he asked me if I would work with Brian De Palma on Phantom of the Paradise. I was excited, but I don’t know if Brian was so excited. He has a quiet cynical way about him that can intimidate people, and when I showed up to work I remember him asking in a non-impressed way, “So what have you done?” Phantom was one of the most difficult films I’ve worked on. We built tons of sets in three cities with little money. I fired my art director the day before we began shooting, and Sissy started helping me get the sets ready. So many stories getting that film done, but I remember a scene where the Phantom is busting through a brick wall and I was laying the brick during lunch on the day we were going to shoot it. The company came back from lunch and I had not completed it. The grips were complaining on how ill-prepared I was. I was so tired and felt bad that they had to wait for me to finish—twenty minutes—but I heard Brian tell them to shut up. “Jack’s making this film look great.” That was the first positive comment I had heard from Brian and he announced it to the entire crew. I was so excited that he liked what I was doing that nothing else mattered. By the time Carrie came around, we were old friends and I knew Brian trusted me. Brian is so prepared that on set he is just waiting for everyone else to do their job. In the morning he sits with his coffee and appears impatient with the whole process. But I recognized that he does have a dry sense of humor and was never put off by his quiet way. I would make an effort to break through his serious demeanor and it almost always worked. He is very creative and passionate about his work, which I respect.

[image: Image]ROSANNA NORTON

(costume designer)
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Rosanna Norton had been the Costume Designer on Badlands [1973] starring Sissy Spacek prior to designing for Carrie.



I really owe Brian De Palma a lot! Phantom of the Paradise [1974] was one of the first movies I ever did. I only had done two movies before that, or three maybe, but he was the first person to really give me a fantastic opportunity to design that movie, which was so great, and that really got me started. The first movie I did was Cisco Pike [1971], which was directed by my husband at the time, so I got started in the industry through nepotism, and then Terry Malick got me on to do Badlands [1973], which starred Carrie herself, Sissy Spacek, and I also had done Lemora: A Child’s Tale of the Supernatural [1973], which didn’t really go anywhere or do anything, so luckily Brian came along and got me on board for Phantom of the Paradise. The beauty of Brian De Palma is that he delegates people their jobs and responsibilities, but also will let you share ideas and thoughts. He is one of the best directors I have ever worked with. He hires professionals and really understands that they’re good at what they do. He lets them do what they do best. I mean, there are so many directors who will get the one person to do a whole bunch of jobs, many of which aren’t jobs they’re good at or can do, and it shows! It shows in the work. When someone is spread thin, doing more than what they’re good at, it shows. I met Brian through Robert De Niro and he was very quiet, almost painfully shy, but just a genius at work. I knew Sissy [Spacek] and Jack Fisk, who both worked on Phantom of the Paradise with me, but I really can’t compare Phantom of the Paradise to Carrie, they are such distinctly different movies. I mean, each of Brian’s movies are so different and unique.

[image: Image]WENDY BARTEL

(assistant to the director)

I was working for Jon Davison over at New World Pictures. My brother Paul had directed Death Race 2000 [1975] for Roger Corman, and I was the production coordinator for the picture, so I worked at the New World office for a couple of months as a newbie to the film business, and I got to know Jon. Later he hired me to be the production coordinator on Hollywood Boulevard [1976], a parody using lots of old footage from Corman films. De Palma called me and asked me to be the production coordinator for Carrie. I had never heard of Brian, or Stephen King. I don’t know how he found out about me, although Paul and Brian were both New Yorkers whose short films had premiered at the same time/theatre in NYC. Brian said “This is the big time,” and after consulting film friends I jumped productions. I went from the glass elevator building over at Tower Records on the Sunset Strip to the MGM lot, where I sat in a big suite of offices, mostly by myself for about two or three months, while De Palma and Paul Monash, the executive producer, waited for the funds to drop into the production account. I was twenty-one or twenty-two. It was my second real job in Hollywood or anywhere and I was learning as I went.
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Carrie White (Sissy Spacek) pieces together her own dress for the prom.
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Brian worked in his office every day, doing storyboards of the entire film with stick figures. By the end of prep, his office walls were filled with three-by-five index cards illustrating every shot of the film. I could go into his office and see the mechanics of each scene, shot by shot, what he wanted for the camera, and design around that.

[image: Image]BRIAN DE PALMA

We had a big fight over the budget. The budget I came in with was $1.8 [million]. The studio said they want to make it for $1.6. I said, “I can’t make it for $1.6.” And they said, “Fine, pack up your offices and goodbye.” That weekend, I came back and of course said, “I’ll do it for $1.6.” But it cost $1.8.

[image: Image]LAWRENCE D. COHEN

Because we had a fairly lengthy amount of pre-production time while the financing came together, we had the opportunity to go over the script in detail. Brian had the luxury of storyboarding it scene by scene, shot by shot, at his apartment in West Hollywood. For the most part, though, he really responded to the material and the script quite strongly, so with the exception of just a few scenes—Margaret’s death via kitchen utensils, for example, was entirely his idea—and what eventually became our coda, he pretty much shot and vividly brought to life what was on the page. The story offered a fantastically strong piece of narrative, and I think working from a piece of material he hadn’t personally written brought out the very best side of him. He also cast the film extremely well, and was smart enough to allow Sissy and Piper to unpack their very rich actor’s trunk of talent and let them loose.

[image: Image]ROSANNA NORTON

I have worked on about seventy movies or so, and every time I start by reading the script and breaking it down. I look at the time the film is set and the like. It’s funny, I was having a conversation with someone recently and they said “Oh yes, you worked on Carrie—see, there’s a period film!” And it wasn’t when we made it! But yes, I read the script and broke it down and [counted] how many days were in the story, and marked out what happens, wardrobe-wise. I wanted to see what changes are made in character development so that can be reflected in the character’s costuming, if that makes sense. But without the actors I can’t do much more than that. Before all that, it’s all about writing up a budget. That’s what everyone becomes obsessed with—how much money is needed, that kind of thing. But then as the cast starts coming in, that’s when it all starts happening and coming to life.

I didn’t read the book before I started work on Carrie. I don’t like to read any source material on anything I work on before I start. This is because I can’t really design the costumes until I have the actor. Plus I really have to work from the script. I did read the book after I was finished, but never ever before. Reading the book can lead you on the wrong path in costume design, and the same goes in casting. If you went by Stephen King’s description of, say, a character like Margaret White, Piper would not have been cast and the character would have been cast wrong. And if she was to be cast and look like Stephen King’s description, it would have all been wrong—she would have looked completely wrong if you were to transcribe the book from his description. You have to be careful, because even when things are in the form of a comic book or a graphic novel, and then they make a movie out of it, sometimes they’ll cast an actor that might suit the role in that image on the comic book, but in reality they might not be right for the movie.

Working on Carrie, I had to make sure all the girls were different and pertaining to different social groups in the high school. And as they cast them, I would figure out how I would make each of them distinct and individual. And of course Carrie is meant to stand alone because she’s out of any clique and doesn’t belong to any group. She’s just trying to do her best to not be noticed, until of course the end where she makes her gown for the prom. And I wanted that dress to look as though Carrie could have really made that—I kept the design very simple. But yes, that’s how it works. The actors come trickling in, one by one. Sometimes it’s terrible because I see the actor, like, the night before a costume has to be worn, and funnily enough that happens a lot. And you think “Oh my God, what am I gonna do?” Because you might have another cast member wearing a certain color and so forth, so I try not to imagine anything until the actors are cast, and that’s when I get a picture in my mind. And that’s why I don’t read the book [in advance].
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Rosanna Norton was on Carrie! It was an amazing group of people from Phantom of the Paradise that carried on to Carrie! I remember Rosanna and her great husband Bill Norton, who was a great character. He directed Cisco Pike [1972]! You know that group—me, Jack, Sissy, Pete, Rosanna, we were a team! Sissy used to help out and lift set dressings from the van on Phantom of the Paradise, she was carrying stuff all day. I worked side by side with her on a couple of films.

[image: Image]ROSANNA NORTON

Scripts, as you know, don’t have that elongated description of character that a book does. They have very minimal breakdowns of characters, which is great for me. The vision of the author, of Stephen King, is one thing. I mean, we can read “Carrie” or any one of his books, and the characters look like whatever we want them to look like in our minds, so each reader will have a very different idea of what certain characters would look like. In intelligently written books, like Stephen King’s, the description of characters are told once, and then it’s really up to you to decide what they’re like. And I’m a huge reader, I read everything, so in my mind reading these I picture all this stuff—but when I’m working on a movie, it’s all a different game. I just can’t not see the actors before working on designing the costumes. Any time you get a no-talent director or a stupid director, they’ll say, “Well what would the character wear?” and I would say “I don’t know, I have to meet the actor.” It is so important and crucial. Most of my work is directly with actors. I work with directors and producers and the screenwriter, but primarily my role is working alongside the actors. The actors are gonna have to wear my clothes and they will be remembered forever in these clothes. That’s a big deal. It’s not like being in a play and being on stage where you can change the entire costume if it doesn’t work—this is forever. I always remember the actors are going to have to look great and appropriate, and also be comfortable enough to act in these costumes.

[image: Image]WENDY BARTEL

Initially, I was just holding down the desk in the suite of offices at MGM, answering the phone. [The] producer and director almost never showed up for about two months. So I read novels and occasionally answered the phone. By the time the production began, I was sick of being in the office, so I requested to be Brian’s personal on-set assistant, which he agreed to. In pre-production, I helped scout locations, picked up headshots from another pre-production film [Star Wars] for Brian to peruse, and other odd jobs, but most significantly, I got to sit with the writer—whose name I forget, but a great guy—and give him feedback, and once or twice suggestions, on the teenage-girl perspective, as it had been fairly recent for me. They used the prom theme from my alma mater, Montclair High School, for Carrie’s prom theme. Once production got rolling, I did many things. Often Brian asked me to draw a sketch of what the cameraman was seeing so he could add it to his visual list of shots, which he kept on a wall in his apartment on Fountain Avenue. That was one of his techniques, to sketch out every shot—proposed and actual—in order to keep focus and to inform others of his vision. It was impressive. I also filled his car with gas, drove across town to get him warm socks, and made lists of his receipts for tax purposes. Menial maybe, but all the pre-production work made these bits more than tolerable. I was happy to do the range of things for him. It was a great film to work on, and overall, he gave me an incredible opportunity and treated me more than fairly. Brian and I did not become best buds and have a bunch of in-jokes or heartfelt moments. He’s not a warm and fuzzy type of guy. My take at the time: he was an intellectual, tough-minded cineaste, with his own particular sense of humor.

[image: Image]JACK FISK

I put thousands of miles on my car finding the exterior of Carrie’s house. I finally found it in Santa Paula, way outside of Los Angeles. I liked the house because it was small, simple, and the upstairs dormer was off center. A couple of years ago I was in Santa Paula looking for locations on another film and learned that the house had burned down a few years ago. The people in Santa Paula still referred to it as the Carrie house.

[image: Image]BRIAN DE PALMA

We found the house, and then of course built a replica that we destroyed at the end of the movie. Then it was the high school, which we used for interiors and exteriors. The Palisades, somewhere, I believe. When you’re looking, you’re on a low budget, and you’re trying to find things that aren’t too far away that are available that you can shoot at, that have a certain look to them—those decisions were [made] by Jack, and I would look at them and say “yay” or “nay,” and those are the locations we ultimately used.
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The miniature replica of the White house that was built for the purpose of being destroyed at the end of the movie – seen here (Top) with Sissy Spacek taking a break between shoots, and (Bottom) in a deleted scene from the film.
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Only briefly seen in the film, Morningside Elementary School in San Fernando, CA was used for the exterior of “Bates High School” in Carrie.
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Jack and Brian De Palma really wanted the high school to have a very bucolic, almost Midwestern look without having to go out to the Midwest. So we were up in Piru, we were up in the Santa Clara Valley, kind of between the towns of Fillmore and Santa Paula—this was during the shoot for Eat My Dust. Jack had contacted Peter and I, and he had come up one day. At that point, [our] job had pretty much been done. We had lunch with Jack, and we drove around Piru and we drove around Fillmore, and that’s where and when Jack ended up finding the high school that they would eventually use for Carrie. That was Fillmore High School. Then we drove on to
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