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Laughingstock: The Early Years of Justin Long

Born in Fairfield, Connecticut, well-known actor Justin Long grew up as the middle son of R. James Long and Wendy Lesniak. His father is a retired professor who specializes in the esoteric field of Medieval philosophy, and he’s quite revered for his work, having written nine books while also boasting a professor emeritus status at Fairfield University. As for Justin’s mother Wendy: She’s a retired actress, having spent most of her career performing on stage. In recalling his experiences therewith, traveling with her from one casting call to the next, Justin said that he had no interest in acting until later in his life. Insight from his mother’s work let Justin see “the reality of it” with reference to the lifestyle of an actor, to which he attributed such terms as tense, intimidating, and stressful.

Attending a school called Vasser College, he was initially interested in acquiring a degree in Philosophy, but soon he shifted his sights, settling on the medium that the majority of his family is known for today. While his older brother Damian—two years his senior—made waves as a local stage actor, Justin dabbled in sketch comedy during his time at Vassar. His group was called Laughingstock, and to top off his extracurriculars, he also acted on stage in plays like Butterflies Are Free by Leonard Gershe and others such as Oleanna by David Mamet. He’s moved on to put in tremendous work in film all throughout the twenty-first century, and on several occasions, he’s worked with the youngest Long brother Christian, who’s three years younger than Justin. All three siblings remain close today.

On top of collaborating consistently with his younger brother, Justin was the best man in his older brother’s wedding. He’s close with his parents, too—in 2021, he and his mother Wendy even went on Rachael Ray’s personal YouTube channel. Detailing his childhood, Wendy shed light on his prowess as a cartoonist and his infectious disposition that audiences have come to associate with his appearances on screen, and within his personal life.

Since making it big, the middle Long child has accrued a few television credits on top of his famous movie roles. He’s appeared in well-known programs like King of the Hill (1997–2010) and That 70s Show (1998–2006), and as Warren Cheswick in Ed (2000-2004), he honed his skills as the socially inept character that would later become a staple of Justin Long’s career. Though its name value has waned as of late, Ed was an important part of Justin’s early years—after all, he appeared in 71 episodes. Not with the biggest role in the show, but still: Pivotal to the plot or not, five seasons of a television show is a lot of experience on camera.

Also worth noting is that Justin was nearly cast as the lead actor on the famous television show Blue’s Clues (1996–2006). Of course, the part eventually went to Steve Burns, and his efforts still resonate with audiences today. But what a sight that would have been—Justin Long introducing mail time and interacting with animated pepper shakers. Man, what could’ve been, but all that said: Justin’s built an indelible roster of characters across both television and film. For toiling away across various mediums, he’s since been rendered a household name. But without a doubt, that’s mainly attributed to his Hollywood work. From critical darlings to blockbuster franchises, he’s at his peak when he’s on the silver screen. To punctuate his performances, he’s dabbled in both screenwriting and directing. He’s a true multi-hyphenate, and even then, Justin still has several tricks up his sleeves of endless talent.


If you can measure success in this business based on happiness alone, I feel like I’ve hit the lottery.

– Justin Long



On top of his work in Hollywood, he’s known for his efforts as a spokesperson for the “I’m a Mac” advertising campaign for Apple, as well as one called “Go PC” with regard to the Intel company. He also has several other television roles under his belt aside from the aforementioned, and what’s more is that Justin put in great work as a podcaster. He’s even recorded a couple of audiobooks, first with Then Again, Maybe I Won’t, which was written by Judy Blume in 1971. He then recorded the audiobook for Stephen King’s short story collection Everything’s Eventual, which was published in 2002. Not many people know of Justin’s audiobook endeavors, nor of his ambitions as a youth to eventually become a cartoonist. Even today, he can be found dabbling in the occasional doodle.

Perhaps the most fascinating tidbit about Justin that often gets overshadowed when analyzing his acting skill would be his status a master impersonator. He’s able to mimic half of Hollywood’s most famous voices, which he does frequently in interviews, and on his podcast. Throughout all of those trades, that’s his most fan-favorite side hustle: Life is Short with Justin Long. Started in 2019, his podcast follows the performer’s voice as he interviews famous figures—often times, the guests are the friends Justin has made throughout his time in Hollywood.


How do you make the most out of your short time here on Earth? That’s what you’re here to find out. Every episode Justin Long will get personal with all kinds of people, from actors to musicians to deep thinkers who fascinate him.

– Tagline for Life is Short



It’s a beloved show, featuring guests like Ben Stiller, Fran Drescher, Michael Cera, and Maggie Q. Each of those names have worked with Justin throughout his career in cinema, and clearly, they’ve kept their relationships intact. However, none of those names are considered among Justin’s most famous or frequent collaborators. He’s known for wiping the sweat from his brow alongside several famous actors, from names like Drew Barrymore and Vince Vaughn to others such as Jennifer Aniston and Evan Rachel Wood. He’s also worked under Kevin Smith’s direction in six total films, and even acted alongside that famous American filmmaker in two separate others. All of those famous figures and more will be touched on as we explore Justin’s career, an impressive filmography that spans a variety of genres.

Throughout his time on the silver screen, Justin Long has accrued three nominations at the Saturn Awards, which were originally created in 1973. They were referred to as the “Golden Scrolls” at that point, as it wasn’t until later in the decade that they settled on the name film fans know today. Conceived to showcase the best of Hollywood’s speculative genres, the Saturn Awards dole out honors to the best of science fiction, fantasy, and horror. All three of those were categories in themselves—Best Horror Film and so on—but there are plenty of other awards worth noting, such as Best Film Director, Best Film Writing, and Best Acting in a Film. The movies for which Justin was nominated run a surprising gamut of genres, from science fiction to action, while a third nomination came by way of the famous realm of horror. He’s worked on various types of movies, making a name for himself in several spheres of cinema, but without a doubt, Justin shines the brightest when he’s working in a horror film. Toward the end of October in 2022, he spoke with a company known as Letterboxd and listed his favorite horror films. He only named four—a tall task, especially for someone like Justin—and of course, they’re all of the utmost quality.

For those unfamiliar, Letterboxd is an online service that allows cinephiles to list and review their favorite films for them and others to keep track of. It’s a seamless way of meeting and interacting with other fans of film, and in its opening year, the site amassed a seriously impressive number of users. Given the popularity, it only makes sense that they’ve since expanded to other outlets, such as YouTube. One of their most popular, ongoing series thereon is called “Four Favorites”, where they extract the information out of various famous film figures.

From performers such as Daisy Ridley and Jeffrey Wright to others like Tom Hanks and Martin Scorsese, numerous notable names have participated throughout the years in this popular Letterbox series, and in some instances, respective journalists and reporters prefer to focus on specific genres or decades depending on the figure they’re interviewing. As for Justin, they of course homed in on horror movies. His picks spanned a few subgenres, and they involve just two decades in total: Two of the movies were released in the 1970s, and the others were from the 2010s.

Both of his modern picks—Hereditary (2018) by Ari Aster and Saint Maud (2019) by Rose Glass—received widespread praise from critics, and while they’re likely to be cited as classics one day, his other picks have already been established as such. The oldest film on his list was The Exorcist (1973), directed by William Friedkin from a script that was penned by William Peter Blatty. Commonly cited as one of the scariest movies ever made, The Exorcist is a fan-favorite and critical darling alike, and perhaps the most famous film on Justin’s list. He even called it “the scariest one we’ve seen” with reference to his girlfriend (at the time) Kate Bosworth, with whom he watched a horror movie every night throughout the same month in which he spoke to Letterboxd. As for the final film he named, Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1978): It was remade from the 1956 film of the same name and features a star-studded cast, from Donald Sutherland and Brooke Adams to Leonard Nimoy and Jeff Goldblum.

Several horror veterans are worth noting, starting with Mr. Sutherland. Even before Body Snatchers hit theaters, he had roles in Castle of the Living Dead (1964), Fanatic (1965), Dr. Terror’s House of Horrors (1965), and The Shuttered Room (1967), while afterwards, he continued to scream in movies such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1992), The Puppet Masters (1994), Virus (1999), An American Haunting (2005), and Mr. Harrigan’s Phone (2022). Ten horror films for Sutherland, and even then, the most important name in Body Snatchers is perhaps Veronica Cartwright.

While detailing his love for Body Snatchers and his admiration for the actress, Justin cited Cartwright as his all-time favorite Scream Queen. Easy to see why, as she’s put in tremendous horror work throughout her acclaimed career. First providing a supporting role for Alfred Hitchcock in The Birds (1963), she took a break from the genre until the following decade. But with Invasion of the Body Snatchers, she established herself as a Scream Queen, and in the following year, Cartwright appeared in Alien (1979), directed by Ridley Scott. That’s a varied array of famous horror films under Cartwright’s belt, but through them all, Body Snatchers was the pick for Justin. It released in the same year as Halloween (1978), a famous horror film from an American auteur by the name of John Carpenter. As protagonist Laurie Strode—one of the genre’s most famous characters—Jamie Lee Curtis made a name for herself as a talented leading lady, and here’s the thing: Halloween marked her on-screen debut. Once the Scream Queen moniker materialized within a certain circle of cinephiles, she was one of the first to be cited as such. And with good reason.

That said: Well before Jamie Lee, there were a few actresses worth noting for constantly appearing in elite-level horror films. The title first came about in the 1930s, with American actress Fay Wray being the earliest example throughout Hollywood history. At least, on paper. Hundreds of actresses have put great work into horror films ever since—arguably, more of them have eluded household name value than there are notable examples of Scream Queens. Evolution has set in re: the cliché approach to putting an actress in a prominent horror role. They now harbor motives of their own, fighting the villains with a purpose on top of providing pipe-busting screams, and to accompany those ladies within the royal court of horror, many male performers have been identified as a Scream King counterpart.


Queens and Kings: A Brief History of Horror Royalty

Thanks to early examples such as Fay Wray and Anne Gwynn, recurring actresses have been a staple of the genre since Classical Hollywood’s earlier years. After that era, famous performer Janet Leigh took scary movies by storm, and a couple of decades later, her daughter Jamie Lee Curtis became a household name solely by virtue of her high-quality horror films. Famous performers, but they’re only scratching the surface of notable Scream Queens from the annals of cinema and television. From names like Sandra Peabody and Marilyn Burns to others such as Olivia Hussey and Veronica Cartwright, their names run the gamut of popularity in the genre’s modern landscape, but they of course deserve their seats in the court, and again: Cartwright is Justin’s favorite. If there’s one actress from the seventies to focus on aside from Jamie Lee Curtis, it would have to be Veronica. But in the 1980s, horror actresses like Linda Blair and Heather Langenkamp rose to prominence, as well.
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Fay Wray in King Kong (1933)


Thanks to her performance as Nancy Thompson in the Nightmare on Elm Street franchise, Langenkamp was deemed a Scream Queen after a single series of films. In many respects, the same thing goes for American actress Neve Campbell, who played the lead character in Scream (1996) and most of its many sequels. In his famous Scream franchise, Wes Craven directed Campbell as she portrayed protagonist Sydney Prescott. In the original film, a couple of lines of dialogue make direct references to Jamie Lee, Dee Wallace, and other performers as “Scream Queens” in one of the movie’s many meta moments. This means it was defined by self-referential lines of reinvigorating dialogue, but to digress, more on the Scream movies will be mentioned down the line.

Around the time that Craven was embedding his horror films with niche references to genre movies past, screenwriter John Russo—who co-wrote Night of the Living Dead (1968) with George A. Romero—founded a magazine called Scream Queens Illustrated. They featured interviews with famous horror actresses, and helped greatly to establish names like Neve Campbell as masters of the genre. Appearing twice as Sydney Prescott throughout the 1990s, she was undoubtedly the most important Scream Queen to materialize in that decade. But around the same time, there was also such names as Jennifer Love Hewitt and Sarah Michelle Gellar, who both appeared among the main cast of I Know What You Did Last Summer (1997). They were given the moniker soon thereafter.

In the twenty-first century, there’s been a heavy resurgence of the moniker thanks to actresses like Vera Farmiga, Jenna Ortega, and Mia Goth. There’s also the Oscar-nominated Naomi Watts along with famous actress Emma Roberts, but even still, that’s only scratching the surface of prominent on-screen Scream Queens. There are just so many actresses known for their horror movies these days compared to the pre-Code era of Hollywood, or even the 1970s. Stars like Fay Wray, Janet Leigh, and Jamie Lee Curtis didn’t just stand out because of their caliber. There weren’t many horror performers to choose from, aside from character actors such as the talented John Carradine, or others like Bela Lugosi. That’s one thing that’s risen to prominence in the twenty-first century on top of an influx of actresses: A new class of horror royalty, aptly deemed the Scream King.

Loosely defined, it’s generally reserved for performers who play victims in a horror movie, with several examples springing to mind off the bat. Look at Mark Patton, for instance. As the lead character in A Nightmare on Elm Street 2: Freddy’s Revenge (1985), he provided the role that’s generally considered to have inaugurated the term. Regardless of genre, that’s without a doubt Patton’s most famous performance, but thanks to other movies such as Swallowed (2022), he earned his stripes as a veteran of horror.

Seven titles feature Sir Christopher Lee as the character Count Dracula, a literary vampire. But that’s only accounting for his Hammer Horror collaborations—from The Wicker Man (1973) to Sleepy Hollow (1999), several of the genre’s greatest entries feature the talent of Christopher Lee. Numerous horror movies from Lee’s career co-star his good friend Peter Cushing, who also put forth individual efforts in movies such as The Ghoul (1975). Those two Brits are fairly famous for their contributions, while someone like Alex Scott has been thrown by the contemporary wayside of relevance. That’s in spite of some impressive output, and even more admirable are Scott’s respective performances. Four of his sixteen film credits fall underneath the horror umbrella: The Abominable Dr. Phibes (1971), Twins of Evil (1971), The Asphyx (1972), and Next of Kin (1982). None of those are exactly well-known today, but like Christopher Lee and Peter Cushing, the output of Alex Scott render him an early example of a Scream King.

Another one of the first names is Duane Jones, who starred in a classic called Night of the Living Dead (1968). That’s commonly considered among the greatest zombie films ever, with many pundits citing it as one of the finest horror projects in general. Easy to see why, and what makes it all the more impressive regarding Duane’s career is that Night of the Living Dead marked his on-screen debut. In the following decade, Jones co-starred in Ganja & Hess (1973), a cult classic that was written and directed by the talented Bill Gunn. Holding up wonderfully as an all-time great entry from a classic era of horror, Ganja & Hess should also be known among the finest films from Duane’s career. Here’s the thing, though: He has just six credits to his name, and half of them are horror. His streak was capped off by Vampires (1986), which isn’t nearly as prominent in the grand scheme of horror—nor did it feature the performer sitting at the top of its bill, but still: It marked his third horror movie in consecutive decades, with Duane Jones going down as a bona fide Scream King despite his name value waning from a perspective of modernity.

With a pair of vampire films, Willem Dafoe should be regarded as a member of the court. His first entry in the subgenre was called The Hunger (1983), and with Shadow of the Vampire (2000), he received widespread praise in a somewhat forgotten flick. Oddly enough, Dafoe also provides a supporting effort in Nosferatu (2024), another vampire movie that stands triumphant as a high-quality title. The best horror movie that Dafoe has to offer is called Antichrist (2009), but for as popular as that actor may be, he’s not commonly associated with this particular genre.


[image: image]
Bruce Campbell in Evil Dead (1981)


Among the most famous actors known for first showing up in multiple horror movies is Bruce Campbell, who appeared in three Evil Dead films as protagonist Ash Williams. He also boasts a pair of entries within the Maniac Cop franchise, along with several other standalone titles that can frankly run a gamut of quality. Still, though: Bruce Campbell long ago solidified his status as an all-time horror legend, and he continued to scream his guts out well after he helped popularize the term.


INT. CABIN MAIN ROOM – NIGHT

CLOSE SHOT – ASH

As he screams himself awake, CAMERA PULLS BACK to reveal him sitting in the rocking chair. Ash halts his scream, getting control of himself. He looks to the window that had been blown open.



Always atop his game when taking on the horror genre, another actor named Josh Hartnett boasts a wide array of titles that also make him an all-time great. Debuting in Halloween H20: 20 Years Later (1998), he led The Faculty (1998) just a few months later. One year, two horror movies. Both titles hold up wonderfully, and a decade down the line, Hartnett starred in 30 Days of Night (2007). That’s arguably his greatest contribution to the genre—at least, with regard to cinema. Thanks to a main role in a show called Penny Dreadful (2014–2016), famous thespian Josh Hartnett should be commonly regarded as one of the best Scream Kings to ever do it.

There’s also Elijah Wood, who co-starred with Hartnett on the underrated frames of The Faculty (1998). He took a break from cinematic scares for a couple of decades before leading the cast of Maniac (2012), and a few years thereafter, Elijah starred in his third horror movie, one called Come to Daddy (2019). Now with a Stephen King adaptation called The Monkey (2024), he’s set to provide his first supporting performance within a scary Hollywood movie. Hardcore horror hounds consistently recognize his high-caliber contributions, but really, very few performers have managed to popularize the term.

Actors like Kurt Russell and Devon Sawa consistently struggled to make “Scream King” a thing. Not even Thomas Jane could get the job done despite leading projects such as Deep Blue Sea (1999) and The Mist (2007). However, by starring in two blockbuster franchises, American actor Patrick Wilson helped to seal the Scream King deal for generations to come. He has several underrated films under his belt, such as the horror western Bone Tomahawk (2015). It’s perhaps the scariest movie to ever be set amid the wild west, and Patrick performs brilliantly every slow-moving step of the way. His character’s leg is broken, you see. You may not be familiar, as Bone Tomahawk holds a particular paucity of popularity with regard to general film fans. Everything balanced out, though: Wilson also leads two of the most famous horror franchises, not just of the century, but even of all time.

As protagonist Josh Lambert from Insidious and Ed Warren in The Conjuring, he made a name for himself in the horror sphere alongside some bona fide genre legends. Both franchises were created by James Wan, a master of scares who also started the Saw series. On top of Patrick, he directed a couple of other royal figures: Insidious co-star Rose Byrne is widely regarded as a Scream Queen, and of course, Vera Farmiga is one of the greats, as well. Her efforts as Lorraine Warren in The Conjuring has made her one of the biggest stars in Hollywood, and the same can be said for Wilson as Ed. Without a doubt, he’s among the greatest horror actors ever. Also up there is one of his Bone Tomahawk co-stars, whose name is David Arquette. He first stepped foot into the royal court of horror thanks to a pair of Scream films, in which he appears as a significant and fan-favorite character named Sherrif Dewey Riley.


IN THE CONTROL BOOTH

Dewey SCREAMS for his life, caught completely off guard. He falls forward onto the control panels. Suddenly, microphone feedback tears through the studios as Dewey’s CRIES are heard throughout the stage.



On top of the masterful Bone Tomahawk (2015), the famous David Arquette has also appeared in two other western hybrids: Ravenous (1999) and Ghosts of the Ozarks (2021), thus rendering that talented performer the subgenre’s greatest actor. In that regard, there’s also Mark Boone Junior, who has three Wild West hybrids to his underrated name: Vampires (1998), Dead Birds (2004), and The Donner Party (2009). That’s a niche subgenre, though. Straight-up horror movies with Mark Boone Junior include 30 Days of Night (2007), Halloween 2 (2009), and Dark Harvest (2023), but like his western hybrids, those run a notable gamut of quality, not to mention popularity.

Much more of a famous horseback hybrid is Nope (2022) with Daniel Kaluuya, who’s helped define the genre’s modern landscape like John Wayne and the western, becoming synonymous with a single type of a film and receiving praise along the way. Same thing goes for Jaedan Martel, who’s among the more recent names to become known for horror. Both of those actors have put in tremendous work, with Kaluuya appearing in two of Jordan Peele’s masterful horror movies, while as for Martell: He played the protagonist in both It (2017) and It Chapter Two (2019), along with another Stephen King adaptation called Mr. Harrigan’s Phone (2021).

Shoutout to Jeremy Davies, who’s appeared in one-off episodes of several horror TV shows. His film output is more impressive, starting with a western hybrid called Ravenous (1999). He took a hiatus from horror until The House That Jack Built (2018), then continued his output with both The Black Phone (2021) and Dark Harvest (2023). But frankly, Davies is generally overlooked in the grand scheme of cinema, let alone with regard to horror.

Famous actors like Ethan Hawke have appeared in a couple of horror films, while others such as Djimon Hounsou boast five credits in total. The highest-grossing actor to ever live has some horror movies worth noting, as well, with Samuel L. Jackson having appeared in such films as Deep Blue Sea (1999) and 1408 (2007). Those are just his good ones, with Jackson boasting numerous horror films under his world-renowned belt. Several other performers should definitely be mentioned: Nearing double-digit credits is Kyle Gallner, who’s greatest claims to horror fame are Smile (2022) and Smile 2 (2024) in tandem with Jennifer’s Body (2009) and Red State (2011), though frankly, most of his other horror films are quite questionable in quality; Majority of Anton Yelchin’s entries were released to widespread praise, but he didn’t quite have the output of his many Scream King cohorts.

Though it’s a lesser-known project, Steven Yeun led an action horror film called Mayhem (2017). That was followed by a supporting part in a famous western hybrid named Nope (2022), and well before then, Yeun played a pivotal
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