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			For my husband and sons, who make me laugh every day no matter how stressed or sleep-deprived I am. You are pure love in human form and I am the luckiest.
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			Introduction

			Scream was my first favorite movie.

			I was twelve when it came out, and I watched my VHS copy so many times I had nearly every line of dialogue memorized. It terrified me, but while it caused a lifelong fear of landlines and remote wooded neighborhoods, it also sparked an appreciation for dark humor and creative storytelling.

			About a year into working on this book, Kevin Williamson and I were talking about what I might write next, and he asked me what my favorite movie of all time is. It’s a simple enough question, but I didn’t have an answer. I still don’t.

			There are a lot of movies I love that have been favorites at certain points in my life, but nothing that’s left a lasting mark the way Scream has.

			Halloween was one of the first films that made Williamson fall in love with movies, and it’s still his favorite, so he gets it.

			“It always goes back to movies from my childhood. Those are the ones that speak to me because they have stuck with me for years and years and years, and you’re always trying to re-create that magic. Not re-create those movies, but re-create the way you felt when you saw those movies,” Williamson says. “I want to do that. I’m always trying to re-create those feelings for the audience. In the world of streaming, it’s really difficult to make a lasting impact. That’s what I love about Scream. It started before all that and it’s still making an impact.”

			Wes Craven played no small part in that. He was fascinated with psychology, and his understanding of the human condition is why he was a brilliant director—and why Scream is such an effective movie.

			“Wes always felt that fear and horror were rites of passage,” explains Patrick Lussier, who edited the first three Scream films. “I recall him saying that the reason horror movies often had younger protagonists, and played so well to younger audiences, was that they were about people caught in the moments between childhood and adulthood. The fear they survived was a primal rite, the act of ‘blooding’ to prove that you were no longer innocent but a survivor. The act of going to a horror movie, to be part of a communal experience that terrifies, is really about the moments after the scares. There’s often a laugh, a shared feeling of catharsis, where we can wordlessly acknowledge that we survived intact, whether the characters on screen did or didn’t. We did. Wes thought the audience comes back to the genre over and over because they get to survive. They get the cathartic release of facing absolute terror and coming out the other side unscathed.”

			I describe Craven’s pathos to John Carpenter, the idea that audiences like horror because it creates a sense that you can survive scary things in the real world, and I ask if he thinks it’s true.

			“I don’t know, but I like it,” he says, pausing for a moment. “It’s probably a catharsis. Isn’t that what the Greeks talk about? It’s all about catharsis. You project into the screen, into the characters. Yeah, I think it’s true. I really do.”

			Then he turns it around on me. “Now let me ask you a question. You loved Scream as a teenager, right? Why?”

			It takes me a second. Partially because no one has ever asked me that so bluntly, but mostly because I don’t want to come off like an idiot to John Carpenter. (As if that ship hadn’t already sailed when I told him that, before our Zoom, I rewatched Halloween in broad daylight because I was by myself and have an overactive imagination.)

			I start with the easiest answer: I’ve always been good at solving whodunits, but Scream surprised me.

			Then I get a little more honest.

			When Ghostface killed Casey Becker it was shocking, not just surprising, and it tapped into the fear of being a teenage girl home alone. Because you’re not afraid of being alone, right? You’re afraid you’re not alone. If you’re alone, nothing can happen to you. If there is another person who wishes you harm…that’s truly scary, especially when it’s someone you know and trust.

			It honestly probably would have been too much for me, I tell him, except that it was funny too. Scream wasn’t just trying to scare you, it was also trying to make you laugh.

			That’s where Carpenter stops me: “See, you don’t need me. I’m serious, put that into the book. Put your soul in there. Put what you love about it in there and it’ll show. Everybody will dig it.”
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			Rewriting Horror

			Scream is a love letter to scary movies, written by a disenchanted admirer who knew that the genre wasn’t living up to its potential. Seeing Halloween as a kid was a defining moment for Kevin Williamson. So, when he made it to Hollywood, he took horror into his own hands. Determined to re-create that feeling, Williamson poured his frustration and passion onto the page. The result was not just a great slasher but something truly iconic.

			Scream not only changed his life and career but altered the trajectory of the horror genre. In retrospect, it’s hard to imagine that anyone was surprised by its impact, but the movie that is now a global phenomenon and has sparked a billion-dollar franchise started as a low-budget project from a fledgling studio that was written by a novice and starred a mostly unknown cast—and no one who was involved, even the most optimistic among them, had any idea they were about to become part of the zeitgeist.

			Least of all Williamson, who was a struggling screenwriter back in 1995. He’d already sold a script, sure, but it was languishing in development hell, and he was broke.

			“I had sold Killing Mrs. Tingle to Interscope with Joe Dante attached to direct,” recalls Williamson, who took a job as a personal assistant to a director to make ends meet. “It was a very, very little option. I think it was $75,000, which sounds like a lot of money, but I was about $100,000 in debt. It was so sad because I thought I had made it—and, no, I had not made it. I was in West Hollywood in a rent-controlled apartment for $650 a month and it got hard to pay that bill, believe it or not.”

			Determined to make it as a writer, Williamson went back to the drawing board.

			“I was trying to come up with another movie to write because Tingle wasn’t getting made,” he says. “No one was making good horror movies. So, I wrote the movie I wanted to see.”

			That movie was Scream, an unexpected and updated take on slasher flicks that simultaneously celebrated and satirized the films that came before it.

			How Williamson wrote the genre-bending film has become lore over the decades.

			As the story goes, he holed up in a condo in Palm Springs and hammered out the screenplay in just three days. “That’s sort of an urban legend at this point but, yeah, it’s true,” Williamson says before clarifying, “I wrote an outline first, though.”

			The genesis of the story dates back even further.

			A lifelong horror fan, Williamson had become hooked on storytelling as a kid thanks to his mother’s Doubleday Book Club copy of Peter Benchley’s Jaws—which was confiscated by a teacher in elementary school who thought it wasn’t age appropriate. He stood in line for four hours at a small-town Texas movie theater when Steven Spielberg’s movie adaptation first came out, but it was a full house and he was turned away. The next day he went back and waited even longer. “I got in, and I was in the front row,” Williamson says. “I just loved the adrenaline and the way everyone reacted to that film.”

			After Jaws sparked Williamson’s interest in movies, seeing John Carpenter’s Halloween set it ablaze. “The way everyone kept screaming at the screen, the way everyone was saying, ‘Don’t drop the knife, don’t drop the knife,’ all of those things that make that film so memorable, I loved it. I went back and saw it again and again and again,” Williamson says. “I knew I wanted to do that with my life. I wanted to make people feel that way.”

			Williamson pursued that passion at East Carolina University, where he studied theater. “In college, I had written this comedy, a one-act play, about a young girl babysitting,” he recalls. “She gets this creepy call and they start discussing all the tropes of horror films. It was this forty-page mess of ideas, and I never even mounted it in college. A few people read it, and then I put it away as if I’d never written it. I totally forgot about it.”

			Years later, while he was living in L.A. doing odd jobs and trying to break into Hollywood, a true-crime story caught his attention. He was home alone, house-sitting for a friend in Westwood and watching a prime-time news special about Danny Rolling, a Florida serial killer dubbed the Gainesville Ripper. “It was the most gruesome story I had ever heard. It was so horrific the way that he would break into their back doors with a screwdriver,” Williamson remembers. “These unsuspecting people, he would just sit outside and listen to them on the phone. Then, when they’d get off the phone, he’d wait for them to go to sleep. It was terrifying.”

			It’s not exactly the kind of story you want to discover while alone in a strange house—especially when you’ve got the imagination of a prolific screenwriter. “I remember getting so scared that night,” Williamson says. “And I walked into the family room and the window was open. I was like, ‘Wait, that window was closed. What is it doing open?’ I was trying to call the homeowner and say, ‘Did you leave your window open? Has it been open for three days and I’ve never noticed?’ ”

			When he couldn’t get ahold of him, he dialed his friend David before investigating further. “I was like, ‘Okay, there is a window open in the house. I think someone’s in the house.’ He goes, ‘Well, get out of the house!’ I grabbed a knife and I started walking around, checking under the bed and behind the shower curtain, and he was on the phone with me to keep me company,” Williamson says. “He was being a jerk and going, ‘Kill kill kill kill.’ He goes, ‘Yeah, Michael Myers.’ I’m like, ‘No, that’s Jason Voorhees.’ And we got into this whole discussion about horror films.”

			Once Williamson was satisfied there was no intruder and relief set in, a lightbulb went off: “I thought, ‘I’ll deconstruct the horror film the way that Stephen Sondheim deconstructed [the stories in] Into the Woods.’ That was my favorite musical. I saw it a hundred times when I was waiting tables in New York next door to the Martin Beck Theatre. I kind of used that as my inspiration. I sat down and I was like, ‘Where do I start?’ ”

			He never did find the one-act play he’d written in college, but he hadn’t forgotten it either. The phone call from a stranger that he’d conceived years earlier melded with the ruthless real-life ripper that was fresh in his mind. “That’s how it all came together, and then I started writing the opening scene,” he says.

			When it dawned on him that he needed enough story for an entire movie, he switched gears. “I realized: Forget the opening scene. This story is about someone else,” Williamson says. “I created the character of Sidney Prescott and this whole big story about the death of her mother and how she’s traumatized by that and how it has affected her relationships and who she is and how she navigates high school life.”

			This is where that fabled trip to Palm Springs comes in. Williamson’s friend, the same one he was house-sitting for when Barbara Walters scared the bejesus out of him, found a condo he could have for the weekend. “I thought, ‘I’m gonna go away and I’m gonna write this movie and get it out of my system,’ ” he says. “I wrote an outline and I took it to Palm Springs. I locked myself in a condo with no TV and for three days I wrote Scream. I came back with a draft. It was pretty close to what I sold.”

			At the time his screenplay was called Scary Movie—a cheeky nod to the genre he didn’t realize he was about to upend. It’s the story of Sidney Prescott, a teenager struggling to overcome the grief of her mother’s murder as a mysterious ghost-faced killer begins terrorizing high schoolers in her small town. Unlike generations of unlucky teens before them, these kids have seen scary movies and they know the rules of slashers.

			“Every horror movie has its thing. For Scream, I thought it could be a mystery where we have a different killer every time and that would be the gimmick,” Williamson says. “I was a big Agatha Christie reader as a kid and I really enjoyed the reveals. I read that she works backwards and so I constructed Scream backwards. Once I latched on to two killers, I stopped everything and restructured it so that it all made sense. I already had it all planned out, but when I started taking those two characters and working them backwards, it all fell into place.”

			Halloween, which is still Williamson’s favorite movie, was also an inspiration.

			“That’s the perfect coming-of-age story,” he says. “You have this one character who is a straight-A student, she’s a good girl, she’s babysitting, she’s taking care of kids, she’s gonna die to protect them. She does everything right and still horror comes and knocks on her door, still violence and terror come and hunt her down. How is she going to respond to this ultimate act of life and death, and can she survive the night? I would watch that and go, ‘How can I do that with Sidney Prescott? How can I turn her into the new Laurie Strode?’ ”

			Williamson tapped into two themes that have become common in his work: betrayal and family. “I’ve always felt like betrayal is a big thing in my life. I write about it a lot, and lies and deceit. I always felt like Sidney had such a distrust of people around her and she is also dealing with grief. I latched on to her mother being dead and her father being absent as a result of that,” he explains. “Her mother was murdered and she put the guy away, but it was the wrong guy and now she doesn’t trust herself. It’s all about trust. Her whole relationship with herself or with Billy was about that trust and belief in the lies. Can she trust this man she loves? Then she chooses to trust him and he, of course, is the killer.”

			While he was commenting on the genre, Williamson also made it a point to spotlight the current culture, something that would become a hallmark as the franchise continued. Scary Movie was both a love letter to and an indictment of slashers—and it was a message to people who blamed entertainment for society’s problems.

			“Bob Dole was going off on all the violence in cinema at the time. He was really going after Quentin Tarantino and Natural Born Killers,” Williamson remembers.

			Then U.S. Senate majority leader, Dole made criticism of Hollywood a repeated theme during his failed run for president. During a May 1995 campaign stop in L.A. he lamented that “Hollywood’s dream factories turn out nightmares of depravity” and criticized the “mainstreaming of deviancy” in music and movies. He couched the comments by saying the country’s problems weren’t entirely Hollywood’s fault, but in very same breath added, “But a numbing exposure to graphic violence and immorality does steal away innocence, smothering our instinct for outrage, and I think we have reached the point where our popular culture threatens to undermine our character as a nation.”

			Williamson channeled his frustration with the sentiment into his art. The cornerstone of Scary Movie was the line “Movies don’t create psychos, movies make psychos more creative,” which he had written on a notecard and taped to the wall. “If you look at all the reports, there’s no real relationship. I watched all those violent movies growing up and I’m scared of blood. Real blood, real violence freaks me out,” Williamson says. “I believe, like Quentin believes, that the movies are where you can take the darkness. Fiction is the only place you can take this darkness and live in it because you can close the book, and you can turn the TV off, and you can leave the theater. You can play in that darkness and then you step out of it and come back to the real world and you’re in the light.”

			Ultimately, Williamson’s movie was a new take on the slasher flick, one that was self-aware and infused with humor—the kind that would make an audience laugh with the characters instead of at them. It not only subverted clichés but openly defied them.

			“When I had it in my hands, I was so happy,” Williamson recalls. “I thought it was good, but I thought Tingle was good.”

			He sent it to a friend’s manager in the Valley and the initial feedback wasn’t exactly encouraging. “He read it and went, ‘It’s not a real horror film. Is it a comedy? Is it a horror film? What is it? I think you need to decide. This is not working,’ ” says Williamson. “I was devastated, and I didn’t know what to do.”

			Williamson figured if no one bought Scary Movie maybe he could make it on his own—like Robert Rodriguez had done with El Mariachi just a few years earlier. The director had detailed how he pulled it off—including raising half of his $7,000 budget by participating in clinical drug tests—in both DVD special features and a book. “I had read Rebel Without a Crew and I thought, ‘Well, maybe I can get a credit card and max it out and make my own movie,’ ” Williamson says. “That’s why the locations were minimal. I had been working in music videos, so I knew how to put little crews together. I knew how to do something for nothing. So, I thought maybe I could just make it myself.”
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			Williamson was right to be cautious in his optimism. Not because Scary Movie wasn’t good, but because the horror genre was all but dead. To fully appreciate why his screenplay marked a pivotal moment in Hollywood history, you have to consider where slashers stood at the time.

			Despite early classic thrillers like Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho in 1960 and films like Halloween and Friday the 13th that reigned during the “golden era” of the ’70s and ’80s, the genre had stalled. Part of the problem was, effectively, too much of a good thing: Slashers did so well in the late ’70s that studios and filmmakers started making too many of them. What had once been a novel evolution of horror became a source of derivative sequels and schlock. As the New York Film Academy put it: “If there’s one trope that typifies the ’80s, it’s the slasher format—a relentless antagonist hunting down and killing a bunch of kids in ever-increasing inventive ways, one by one…. Some were a lot better than others as the genre descended to its most kitschy. Similar to the first horror movie, these films were not intended to scare, but to entertain. Suffering from exhaustion in the wake of a thousand formulaic slasher movies and their sequels, the genre lost steam as it moved into the ’90s.”

			Audiences were losing interest, budgets were dropping, and the box office was struggling.

			“I remember slumber parties when I was in grade school watching Friday the 13th and Halloween and My Bloody Valentine and all the good and terrible slasher movies,” says Julie Plec, who was Wes Craven’s assistant during Scream and went on to co-create The Vampire Diaries with Williamson. “They had become so ridiculous that it was embarrassing. It was not a genre that anybody was holding their head high over at the time.”

			Even Craven—who helmed the iconic A Nightmare on Elm Street franchise, The Last House on the Left, and The Hills Have Eyes—was bored of the oft-side-eyed genre.

			“Horror had reached one of its sort of classical cyclical stages of ennui on the part of the audience,” Craven explained in a 1998 interview with NPR’s Fresh Air. “It kind of was in that place where it needed to be satirized, at least before you went on to something new.”

			The tropes were well-worn: The girl who does the dumbest thing possible in response to a threat, the clumsy victim who keeps falling down while running away, the characters so devoid of personality or development that there’s no reason not to root for the killer. Then, of course, there’s the sexism and gratuitous gore, neither of which Craven appreciated.

			Iya Labunka was an indie filmmaker, and a Disney exec, before meeting and eventually marrying Craven in the aughts and producing Scream 4. In the mid-1990s, horror was nowhere near her radar. “It was not anything that I ever looked at or sought out or thought about,” she says. “It was the ugly stepchild. There was no sense of the fact that actually horror has a very, very long and illustrious history in the film business. We wanted to make indie art films that were interesting and offbeat and save the world and show an ultimate point of view—but never horror, literally never horror. It just did not cross anybody’s mind that this was a genre worth pursuing, looking at, validating. It just didn’t register.”

			There were some successes, to be sure, but fans, filmmakers, and critics generally agree they were few and far between by the time Williamson penned his script.

			“The ’80s were like an anything-goes era for horror movies. Like, literally, if you can dream it or think about some wild, fantastical, grotesque image, someone was putting it on screen,” explains Blumhouse EVP of film development and production Ryan Turek. “You had Wes Craven, John Carpenter, Stuart Gordon, George Romero, Tobe Hooper, these heavyweights of horror pushing the boundaries and limits of visual stimulation and roller coaster ride–esque thrills. The ’90s came around and studios were kind of hip to it now and they were like, ‘Okay, well, Freddy Krueger and Jason Voorhees and Leatherface are kinda getting long in the tooth. We need to look to other boogeymen.’ You saw really bad attempts at creating the next horror icon. There were movies like Brainscan. There was a terrible era of films like Ghost in the Machine and Man’s Best Friend. There were a lot of big studio movies taking a whack at trying to create a new franchise.”

			Not everyone was quite so pessimistic, though.

			“Horror has been with cinema since the very beginning,” says Halloween filmmaker and genre icon Carpenter. “Every generation renews it, and every generation comes along with an idea to add new life and new perspective to horror. That’s what makes it so durable a genre. It just keeps changing and keeps growing and keeps living, and I love that about it. It’s fertile ground for young filmmakers.”
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			As it turns out, Williamson’s fear that he’d have to make Scary Movie himself was far from warranted. Shortly after he sent the script to his agent, the late Justen Dardis, a bidding war began. Dardis sent it to Cathy Konrad and Cary Woods at Woods Entertainment, who had a first-look deal with Miramax, and also to the studio’s senior VP of production Bobby Cohen, among others.

			Around that time, Miramax-owned Dimension Films was transitioning from being an acquisition-only label to a producer. Bob and Harvey Weinstein wanted an outlet for popcorn movies that wouldn’t diminish the shine of their prestige brand. Dimension’s first film was Hellraiser III: Hell on Earth, a critically panned sequel that barely cracked $12 million at the box office. It was desperate to make a splash with something more original.

			With a title like Scary Movie, it’s no surprise Cohen didn’t see it as a fit for Miramax and quickly handed the faxed screenplay off to Dimension director of production and development Richard Potter, who was working late in the Manhattan office that night.

			“What attracted me to it was that it was a teen movie, not that it was a slasher movie,” Potter says. “This was a movie for an audience that was absolutely being ignored at the time. Nobody was making movies for teenagers. I liked how the teenagers spoke. No one can write Kevin Williamson dialogue like Kevin Williamson. They weren’t real, but they were close to real. They had actually seen horror movies. It always killed me, and obviously Kevin also, that when you would watch a horror movie, no one in it seemed to have ever seen one. They had no awareness of the connection between what they’re living through and things they had seen, even just in dialogue.”

			The story was so good that no one would even care it’s a slasher, Potter thought, especially not the long-ignored teens it was targeting. “They’ll finally have one for them. Not the fifth one in a franchise that started when they were four. It’s for them,” he says. “If it hadn’t been a slasher movie, if it had been something else, a great exorcism movie or a haunted house movie, I would’ve been just as happy.”

			It was exactly the kind of story that might put Dimension on the map.

			“Our pitch on what Dimension was going to be was: If Alfred Hitchcock was still alive, this is where he’d be making movies,” Potter recalls. “We wanted to do something that was elevated. That if you saw the Dimension logo, you knew it was gonna be good.”

			So, he called Bob Weinstein at home and told him, “If you don’t want to make this, then I don’t know what you’re looking for.” He made copies and personally delivered one of them.

			The next morning, Potter saw Weinstein at a screening of the Dolph Lundgren–starring thriller Hidden Assassin. He hadn’t read the script yet. “He said to me, partway through the screening, ‘Is it really that good?’ ” Potter recalls. “And I said, ‘Yeah, it really is the best spec I’ve ever read.’ He told me to finish the screening so he could go home and read the script. On the way to the office, he called me and said, ‘I’m halfway through. Is the whole thing this good or does it fall apart?’ And I said, ‘The whole thing is that good.’ ”

			With that, Weinstein said, “Let’s get it.”

			Meanwhile on the West Coast, producer Cathy Konrad read the script at home alone in a house she was renting in Nichols Canyon, a dark, hilly neighborhood of L.A. Just a few pages in she was terrified—and hooked. “I was like, ‘Holy shit, what’s gonna happen?!’ ” Konrad remembers. “And I was so surprised as the pages kept going because I really identified with the characters, with the setting, the humor. I loved what he did with the rules. I just couldn’t put it down, and halfway through I was already on my BlackBerry to anybody I could get ahold of at that late hour.”

			Konrad also wasn’t necessarily looking for a slasher. “I didn’t read it as a horror movie. That’s what I think is funny. I didn’t go, ‘Wow, this is a really good horror movie!’ That’s not what I picked up. Obviously, there were elements in there and I loved those kinds of movies when I was a kid. I still remember when I first saw Friday the 13th and The Exorcist—but this didn’t feel that way to me, because I was laughing at various times.”

			At least one of Williamson’s inspirations was intuitive to her: “Agatha Christie is one of my favorites. Is everybody who they say they are? It really had me and gripped me. It was suspenseful and it was thrilling. It was the power of Kevin’s words. It felt like something was just jumping off the page. It was a great story, and I love stories more than I love genres.”

			With Potter and Konrad fully evangelized, and Bob Weinstein now a believer, they pounced. “We were on the phone with the agent and trying to take the script off the table, like we just want to preemptively buy it,” says Potter. “Bob says, ‘What takes it off the table? What if I say a million dollars?’ ” As Potter remembers it, Dardis said he had to talk to his client, and he wasn’t sure if Williamson was reachable—which they thought was a stalling tactic to drum up other offers. “Bob said, ‘If we hang up this call there is no million-dollar offer.’ ”

			The aggressive push didn’t work and Dimension found itself competing for the project.

			“What happened was it priced itself out,” Williamson recalls. “I remember Mandalay tried to buy it. Paramount made an offer and then once it went over the $300,000 mark they were like, ‘We just don’t pay that kind of money for a horror film. That’s not gonna happen.’ Then it got up to four fifty, and then it got up to six hundred or six fifty. Oliver Stone’s company came in higher and Dimension came in lower—but my lawyer Patti Felker, who is my lawyer to this day, smartly said, ‘Do you want the money or do you want the movie made?’ She goes, ‘I really think it’s more important to make the movie.’ I went, ‘Yeah, I want the movie made.’ And she goes, ‘Dimension will make it. Miramax just started this division of genre filmmaking dedicated to this type of film. They will make this movie.’ ”

			And they did, less than a year later. Despite the frenzy, no one had any clue that it would change the trajectory of horror for decades to come.

			“Scream comes along seemingly at a point where there is nothing left to do with the slasher genre and revitalizes it, and takes its fundamental tropes and turns them upside down,” says Tony Magistrale, an author and University of Vermont professor. “It realizes its audience and it realizes what its audience expects. It blurs the line between comedy and horror, and I think that injects a certain element of playfulness that has been missing.”

			“It took everybody’s knowledge of the genre and put this kind of lacquer over it and was funny and scary and had incredible, intense set pieces, an iconic mask,” says Turek, who wrote and directed a 2011 documentary about the franchise called Still Screaming. “It reminded everybody that you can go into the theater and have fun watching a scary movie.”

			“There is not a wasted beat. There’s absolutely nothing I would cut,” says Jack Quaid, who stars in the franchise’s revived fifth installment (also called Scream). “We were collectively a little tired of the slasher genre and then this thing came along that breathed so much life into it and the characters felt like real people making smart decisions, as opposed to the dumb decisions we see every horror protagonist, or even side character, make in all these movies. To audiences back then it must have just really felt like these characters lived in the actual, real world.”

			That was also something that struck Craven, along with returning to the idea of a realistic, human killer, which had been missing from the genre.

			“Psycho was a great example of that…. It’s a human monster,” Craven said to NPR. “Horror films like Godzilla and King Kong are kind of a relief in a way because they are so removed from our reality that they’re a little bit more of a popular entertainment.”

			The Texas Chain Saw Massacre and The Hills Have Eyes had centered on psychotic families, Craven explained, but then there was a shift toward more mythical figures like Michael Myers, Freddy Krueger, and Jason Voorhees. “They were not really human, but some sort of almost quasi-human killing force, you know, that was completely outside morality.”

			What makes Scream so relatable is that the killer, though initially masked and anonymous, is not some monster. It is someone you know who is deeply betraying you in a very traumatic and violent way.

			“There’s a real culture around genre movies, and a sense of community around them, that I think Kevin tapped into in a way that hadn’t been done before,” says Liev Schreiber, who starred in the first three Scream films. “There was an awareness about the continuum of horror and where it was, and there was also an awareness about our own neuroses and our fears and our self-consciousness and how a genre played on that.”

			Filmmaker Eli Roth, whose hit 2023 slasher, Thanksgiving, was inspired by Scream, had a “weird experience” with the Scary Movie screenplay at the time. “I wrote Cabin Fever and took it to my agent and he read it. It was probably July of 1995, and he’s like, ‘This is good but this movie just sold for half a million dollars. You should probably read it. It’s called Scary Movie. This is what just sold to Miramax. They’re starting a new thing called Dimension. It’s only gonna make horror movies, and this sold for $500,000.’ I remember taking it and reading it on a bus ride home from New York City to Boston going like, ‘Oh, this is a professional movie. This is what a real writer writes like. This is a real screenplay.’ I saved that script for a long time because it was like a textbook on how to write a slasher film.”
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			Chapter Two
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			Convincing Craven and a Charmed Cast

			When Dimension suggested hiring Wes Craven to direct Scary Movie, Kevin Williamson thought, “Yeah, right, sure.” In an already surreal moment, it was unfathomable to him that one of his heroes might translate his story to the screen. His instinct was right—at first anyway. Craven repeatedly turned down the project. Unbeknownst to the studio, the iconic filmmaker behind The Last House on the Left, The Hills Have Eyes, A Nightmare on Elm Street, and People Under the Stairs had no interest in directing another horror movie.

			“Wes was really adamant about making a change in his life and not doing horror movies anymore. He wanted to flex different muscles,” his longtime producer Marianne Maddalena says. “We had just done Wes Craven’s New Nightmare. That was really fun. People loved that movie, but we always felt that we were in a B-film world. So, we read it, it was great, but he didn’t want to get caught in the horror ghetto.”

			Dimension wouldn’t take no for an answer.

			“He kept passing and we kept going back, which normally you don’t do,” Richard Potter explains. “Normally, a director passes on something and that’s the end of the conversation.”

			Christopher Landon, the director of films like Freaky and Happy Death Day, who was briefly attached to Scream 7, was there at the inception of the film. He was an intern at Woods Entertainment, a job that kick-started his Hollywood career and introduced him to Williamson.

			“They knew I was a horror fanatic. So, when a spec script came in called Scary Movie they gave it to me first. I read the first ten to fifteen pages, flipped out, ran into their office, and told them to buy it, even though I hadn’t finished it,” Landon remembers. “It was the most meta thing that I had ever read. It was very visceral on the page. A good script feels like you are literally being grabbed by the hand and pulled somewhere, and that’s what Kevin did.”

			Even so, he understands why Craven hesitated to take it on.

			“Horror still carries that stigma for a lot of people,” Landon says. “Even now, in this post–elevated horror world—a term that us horror fans despise, by the way—it’s a genre that has always been looked down upon. When Scream was in development, and when it came out, I think it really surprised people with how intelligent it was.”

			In the end, Craven might have never been convinced to take the job had it not been for his chatty twentysomething assistant who loved the script: Julie Plec.

			Now Plec is a veteran showrunner, but back in 1995 she was just breaking into Hollywood. She’d landed the gig working for Craven thanks to Lisa Harrison, a friend of her cousin’s who had the job and thought finding her own replacement might fast-track a promotion.

			“I read every single submission that came across his desk,” Plec remembers. “I can read really quickly, so I would just blow through them. I read one shitty horror movie after another, after another. There was one that I still remember to this day about an infestation of rats in the New York subway tunnel system, which was my favorite because it was so ridiculous.”

			With Scary Movie, she was hooked fifteen pages in. “This is a movie for someone like me, someone who has love and frustration for the genre in equal measures,” Plec says.

			Before Craven was finally convinced to change his mind, he and Williamson had lunch. “I remember him asking me, ‘Is it funny or is it scary? What’s the tone?’ ” Williamson says. “And I went, ‘Well, it needs to be self-aware, some dark humor. I think it’s more of a satire, but if it’s not scary it’s never gonna work. If it’s not scary, it’s pointless. You have to be able to have your cake and eat it too in this film.’ ”

			Craven liked it, but he wanted to escape the genre and tell different kinds of stories. Not only was Scary Movie horror, but it was an especially dark and violent story.

			Months later, they still hadn’t landed a director, so Plec took another shot. “I happened to be working out of Wes’s house at the time and we would have lunch every day. He wasn’t much of a chatter, so it was a lot of me just babbling and trying to create conversation,” she says. “I said to him, ‘You know, they still haven’t been able to find a director for Scary Movie, which is a shame because that was such a good script and you were always their first choice.’ And he said, kind of glibly, ‘Well, they should make me an offer I can’t refuse.’ ”

			Plec relayed that to Harrison, who then made the call.

			“Lo and behold, in came an offer that Wes decided he couldn’t refuse and he said yes,” Plec says. “I was just being a chatterbox assistant, trying to get my boss to consider a movie that I thought he should really make.”

			The rest is history, and it marked the beginning of a close collaboration between not only Williamson and Plec, but Williamson and Craven, too.
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			While Craven was weighing whether or not to sign on to Scream, the movie had already found its lead: Drew Barrymore. After her breakout roles in E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial and Firestarter as a child, Barrymore’s star had continued to rise and her attachment to the project was a draw for the director.

			So, imagine his shock when Barrymore had an epiphany: She shouldn’t play Sidney Prescott. She wanted to be Casey Becker because it would be unforgettably jarring to audiences if she was the teen who was killed off in the opening.

			Once the initial surprise subsided, Craven realized it was a brilliant move, and it created a blank slate to look for a new lead.

			The project caught the attention of a who’s-who of talented young actors: Brittany Murphy and Alicia Witt were in the running for Sidney, Natasha Lyonne for Tatum, and Brooke Shields for Gale Weathers. Before Barrymore decided to switch roles, they’d been eyeing Alicia Silverstone for the opening. Jeremy London, James Marsden, and Vince Vaughn were also among the actors who auditioned.

			“Back then, you’d bring people in the office and there was one every fifteen minutes,” explains Sarah Katzman, who was a casting assistant on the film. “I think it was probably a hundred fifty to two hundred fifty per role.”

			And that’s after they’d looked at piles of headshots and résumés and narrowed it down. Craven and the producers ultimately saw about fifty actors for each of the parts.

			Neve Campbell remembers her audition and screen test for the role of Sidney Prescott vividly. She was early on in her career and starring in the Fox family drama series Party of Five, which hadn’t quite taken off yet, and this was her chance to play the lead in a film for the first time.

			“It was between myself and Alicia Witt, who’s become a dear friend over the years. They had us in separate rooms to do hair and makeup and they were setting up the studio for the audition,” Campbell says. “I remember Wes coming into the dressing room and giving a quick hello. He was very graceful. He walked like a gazelle. He had this energy that sort of entered [the room] and you’re like, ‘Who was that? What was that?’ ”

			That energy translated into a comfortable and collaborative audition.

			“I enjoyed the process of the audition, which isn’t usually the case,” Campbell says. “It was a creative process. We were finding the character, and we were finding the tone, and he gave great direction. He was incredibly professional and astute at what he wanted.”

			Craven was equally impressed.

			“Wes fell in love with Neve because her screen test was so good. He was like, ‘She’s the one,’ ” Williamson recalls. “It was one of those classic cases of she won it auditioning.”

			Casting director Lisa Beach recalls being wowed by other cast members too. “When Matthew Lillard came in and he read the role of Stu, it was just amazing how fantastic an actor he was. So deep, but so funny. The same with Jamie Kennedy. They were head and shoulders above the rest for each of those parts.”

			They had a certain je ne sais quoi and it was clear they were perfect. Skeet Ulrich was harder to get in the room, but when he auditioned, he lived up to the hype that surrounded him. Beach remembers, “The buzz was, ‘Oh my God, he’s the next new thing.’ When we got him in, there was no question.”

			Lillard initially auditioned for the role of Billy, but then Beach gave him the sides for Stu and asked him to come back to read for Craven a few hours later.

			“Wes gave me the part in the room, which never happens. It hasn’t happened since, and it hadn’t happened before,” Lillard says. “I’m somebody they slot in at the last minute, and my hope is that I deliver for every director that’s taking that chance, but I’m never anyone’s first choice. One of the great things about our relationship was that I think Wes was thrilled to have me. I hope he was, that’s for sure.”

			Rose McGowan’s experience auditioning for Tatum Riley ran the gamut of hectic to “hellish.”

			On her way to callbacks, she’d heard Campbell was cast as Sidney, which set off alarm bells because they’re both brunettes. McGowan was new to Hollywood but she’d already picked up that “if you have one dark-haired girl in a movie, you’re not going to have another, unless they’re sisters.”

			With some quick thinking and a little inspiration from one of the producers in the room, she made an unconventional do-or-die move.

			“Cathy Konrad had a great short blond cut, very sassy,” McGowan recalls. “Right before I started my third and final read, I said, ‘Cathy, who’s your hairdresser? I’m going to turn myself blond.’ And I just saw this collective group lightbulb go off. Like, ‘Oh my God. We can do this!’ ”

			It worked like a charm, and she landed the part—but her then lawyer demanded triple the $50,000 they had offered to pay her.

			“All of a sudden, this man named Harvey Weinstein that I’d never heard of got involved and they rescinded the offer,” she says. “Then they made me do more screen tests even though I’d already had the offer.”

			She’d fallen in love with Tatum. So, even though she felt like she was being punished because of her lawyer’s actions, she dealt with it.

			“A lot of people would have been like, ‘Fuck off. I’m not gonna do this movie.’ Because it was a humiliation exercise,” McGowan says. “And it was intentional that I got paid less than everybody else to make a point. That informs what I fought through to make Tatum pure and lovable despite that. I didn’t want her to be a disposable woman. I wanted people to really root for her and cheer for her so that the savage ending would be that much more horrific. I wanted people to feel like they lost a friend.”

			Rounding out the ensemble, W. Earl Brown, who had worked with Craven on Vampire in Brooklyn, became Kenny; Liev Schreiber was cast for a brief cameo as Cotton Weary; and David Arquette became Deputy Dwight “Dewey” Riley.

			“As written, Dewey was a little dopey,” Beach says. “David perfectly captured that, but he is such a multilayered actor. You saw the dopiness on the top, but you realize he’s a lot smarter than you think. He was crazy like a fox, in a way.”

			Meanwhile, Courteney Cox had to convince Craven she wasn’t her squeaky-clean Friends persona Monica Geller and was perfectly capable of playing a fiendishly ambitious TV journalist. “Cary Woods was in my manager’s office and she pitched me for the part of Gale,” Cox says. “Cary thought it would be a nice surprise to have me play such a calculated character after being on Friends and Family Ties, but I had to convince Wes. So, I wrote him a letter and assured him that being ‘a bitch’ wouldn’t be a stretch at all.”

			They found Roger L. Jackson, the voice of Ghostface, at a casting call in San Francisco. He remembers overhearing someone else who was auditioning describe the character as a Freddy Krueger type, which he knew wasn’t right based on the lines they were given from the opening scene. “He has to be interesting enough to keep her on the phone, so he’s got to be a little bit sexy,” Jackson says. “He had to play with her, keep her on the phone, not raise any suspicions until that line, ‘I want to know who I’m looking at.’ ‘What did you say?’ ‘I said I want to know who I’m talking to. Why? What did you think I said?’ Then the cat’s paw starts to come down on the mouse’s tail.”

			Originally, they’d planned to have Jackson play the scene across from Barrymore so she could have an actor on the other end of the call and then have someone else dub over it back in L.A. But they liked what he did so much that they’ve kept him on—for seven movies (so far).

			“You’re not going to get that lightning in a bottle every single role, every single time, but you’re certainly going to hope for the best,” Beach says. “Somebody said to me once, ‘A casting director is an artist who paints with people.’ That was the time I really started feeling that.”

			“Scream was just kismet,” Maddalena says. “I don’t know how you do better than the casting on that movie.”
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			Chapter Three
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			Music, Mayhem, and the Mask

			Behind the scenes, Craven’s crew was a tight-knit group that often came with him from project to project, including assistant director Nick Mastandrea and editor Patrick Lussier. It’s not terribly common and speaks to how well the director treated his team.

			“I would’ve done anything he had done,” Lussier says. “It was really that simple. I would have gladly joined the circus and shoveled the elephant poop.”

			“He was the boss, obviously, and we all respected him greatly, but there was an atmosphere of camaraderie there that was fantastic,” Mastandrea says. “It was a joy to come to work in the morning.”

			Composer Marco Beltrami went on to work with Craven on multiple films, but Scream was the first—and it was Plec who found him, in maybe the most ’90s way possible. Because Craven was self-sufficient and low-maintenance as bosses go, she had a lot of downtime and got bored during night shoots. So the Teamster captain, Derek Raser, introduced her to the Hollywood Café chat room on America Online.

			“It was this group of Hollywood people in the early stages of their careers, like Bryan Singer, Brandon Boyce, Chris McCorry, Shane Salerno,” Plec says. “We would stay up all night chatting in a chat room. I became kind of addicted to it, and by the way, this is back when you had to pay by the minute.”

			The $300 credit card bills were “a disaster” for her at the time, but it paid off in an unexpected way. They were having a hard time finding music that worked with the tone of the film, so she asked her online friends if they knew a good composer.

			“I think it was Shane Salerno who was like, ‘You need to meet Marco Beltrami.’ I said, ‘I don’t know who that is.’ And he said, ‘You will.’ ”

			Plec got ahold of Beltrami’s demo reel and Lussier temped it into his cut. Wes loved it because it was original and Beltrami didn’t seem like someone who was just trying to emulate John Williams, so they brought him in for an interview.

			“I realized that this was a big break for me, that I couldn’t screw it up,” Beltrami says. “I was very nervous for a few reasons. The main thing was I had never seen any horror movies.”

			Because Beltrami was new, Craven asked him to score the opening scene of the film as a test run to convince the studio. He had a weekend and nowhere to do it, so he borrowed the home studio of his friend, composer Christophe Beck.

			“To me, that scene gets almost operatic by the end,” Beltrami says. “The music for me was character-driven. I think the fact that I was very naïve with horror movies actually worked to my benefit because I approached it almost like this scared person watching.”

			They screened the movie with his music and it went over well, which landed him the job.

			“It was really a shoestring budget. It was a $30,000 package,” Beltrami says. “I couldn’t afford to use an orchestra on all the cues, and then even the ones that we did, I had to get a little bit creative with it. There were a few places—I think most notably you can hear it in the beginning of a track called ‘Sidney’s Lament’—where I had Wes and a few other people come into the room and whistle as the string players were playing. So, it was tricks like that I had to rely on to get through the scoring process. Still, I ended up spending my own money on producing the score, but to me it was an investment I had to make.”

			Music supervisor Ed Gerrard came on as a favor to help with the rest of the movie’s sound—including a track that has become the franchise’s unofficial theme. It was from an Australian group that hadn’t yet broken out in the U.S., Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds. Gerrard had shared some of their music with Lussier during production of Vampire in Brooklyn and suggested they consider it for Scream.

			“There was a cinematic thing about his music, and a soulfulness. Even though it was dark, there was something cool about it,” Gerrard says. “ ‘Red Right Hand’ had this sort of mysterious tongue-in-cheek vibe to it. Patrick immediately goes, ‘Oh man, I think I’ve got an idea for this.’ ”

			“We
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