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			FOREWORD

			 

			DO YOU copy? This book is for nerds. Repeat. This book is for nerds.

			So if you’re reading this right now, congratulations—you’re a nerd! Watching our nerdy show apparently wasn’t enough for you. You wanted—scratch that, needed—to know how it was made, which is the kind of thought process we love. And it’s why we, as fellow nerds, were so excited when we were told about this making-of book!

			When we were kids, one of our favorite Christmas presents was an oversized, glossy hardcover book called Industrial Light & Magic: Into the Digital Realm. It detailed the history of ILM’s visual effects with pages and pages of incredible behind-the-scenes photographs featuring Star Wars models, CG Jurassic Park dinosaurs, and Ghostbusters puppets, and, well, pretty much everything cool. Keep in mind that this was back in the dark ages of 1996, when the internet moved at the speed of a snail and DVDs didn’t yet exist, meaning it was a lot harder to figure out how movies were made. So for movie fanatics like us, this book offered a very rare glimpse behind the curtain of our favorite films, showing in great detail how this company pulled off what we consider to be the greatest magic tricks of our time. Perhaps what surprised us most was the sheer number of artists it took to create these images, to tell these stories.

			This was something of an epiphany for us; before this book, we thought that everything sprung from the mind of the director, an auteur. But this was simply not true; it was, in fact, impossible. And the more we studied the art of visual storytelling, the more we began to understand it as a collaborative medium. In particular, the types of stories we love—which so often tend toward the fantastical—cannot be produced by a single artist. They in fact require an army of artists. And the same has certainly held true of Stranger Things.

			We came up with the initial idea for Stranger Things in the fall of 2013. So you could say it all began with just us, but that would be disingenuous, as our story was inspired by the work of so many artists before us, most notably Steven Spielberg and Stephen King. We weren’t collaborating with them in the traditional sense, but it felt like we were very much in conversation with them. We like to think they, too, had been in conversation with the artists who had come before them.

			After writing our pilot script, we began a more traditional collaboration, joining forces with two incredible producers—Shawn Levy (a mentor as well as producer and director on the show) and Dan Cohen (who was the first “stranger” to believe in the potential of this crazy idea). Shawn and Dan gave our script some clout, and, after a week of rejections, the script somewhat accidentally found its way to Netflix. They bought the project the following day.

			Once Netflix was on board, the team grew quickly and dramatically, with more artists joining every day. Before we knew it, over a hundred artists had joined. These artists came from almost every imaginable creative field—they were actors, writers, editors, production designers, cinematographers, costume designers, hair designers, colorists, visual effects artists, painters, musicians, and so much more. Through collaboration among so many artists from such varied disciplines, the show naturally began to evolve, becoming something different—and far greater—than what we had envisioned initially. This was no longer just our vision; it was a collective vision.

			Take our favorite scene from season one: Eleven confronts the Demogorgon in Mr. Clarke’s classroom. You have Kimberly Adams’s costume for Eleven: a pink prairie dress, high socks, and sneakers, a look which was mimicked by countless children on Halloween. You have Tim Ives’s flickering lights, staggered to allow for darkness and clarity. You have Kyle Dixon and Michael Stein’s synth score, which played the scene for emotion rather than horror. You have Chris Trujillo’s and Jess Royal’s beautifully designed classroom, where even the smallest detail had been carefully considered. You have the Demogorgon design by Aaron Sims, masterfully animated to convey a human-like fear and vulnerability. And, of course, you have the performances: Millie Bobby Brown, conveying a world of feeling with just her eyes, and Finn Wolfhard, shedding a single tear as he watches his first love vanish into thin air. And that is just a small list of the artists responsible for bringing that scene to your screen.

			This kind of intensive collaboration took place on every single scene in the show. It is, of course, easy now to say that all of these decisions were well thought out and perfectly coordinated, but the truth is that we were all just sort of figuring it out as we went; no one was totally sure what finished form the show would ultimately take. We just all thought it was . . . cool. But how would it all work together? What . . . was it exactly? The answer to that question came slowly. It took so long to finish the show, for all the pieces to lock into place, that we barely realized it happened. But, eventually, it did: a distinct and cohesive shape formed—a look, tone, pace, and feel that reflected the spirit of everyone who touched it along the way. It became the show you now know. It became Stranger Things.

			Stranger Things was finally released to the world in July of 2016. We were all proud of the finished product, but we were all so close to it that we didn’t have any idea how or even if it would resonate with anyone outside of our Stranger family. Some of us were cautiously optimistic; others . . . less so. The brilliant David Harbour, who lives in New York, saw no subway ads and therefore became convinced the show was bound for failure. He buzzed his hair, holed up in his apartment, and stayed off the internet.

			We were similarly convinced of looming failure, but after some prodding from our friends, we tiptoed onto Twitter. What we found shocked us; not only did people seem to like the show, many had already finished it! Feeling emboldened, we continued to track the social media response for the next several weeks, reading what the fans had responded to, what they didn’t respond to, oohing and aahing over the amazing fan art, analyzing their theories, and, of course, watching in shock as the rally for Barb’s justice continues to grow in fervor and size.

			We’re not sure at exactly what point we allowed ourselves to believe that the show was more than a niche success—though it may very well have been a giant mural of Barb in Melbourne—but we have never felt such relief, or such gratitude, in our lives. It turned out we had a surprising new companion on this journey with us: the fans. For us, it was a dream come true.

			So this book is for you, for joining us on this journey and continuing to inspire us; it’s for all of the incredible artists who have worked so hard and so passionately to bring this story to life; and, perhaps above all, it’s for anyone who dreams for a living or dreams of dreaming for a living. Because this world needs more storytellers. It needs more dreamers. And yes, it needs more nerds.

			So welcome aboard this curiosity voyage, nerd. We’re glad to have you.

			
				Over and out,

				ROSS AND MATT

			

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			BEFORE STRANGER THINGS

			IT WAS impossible to know it at the time, but it was Tim Burton’s journey to Gotham City that led Eleven to Hawkins, Indiana.

			The year was 1989, and Matt and Ross Duffer were imaginative young boys living in Durham, North Carolina, when they began to see television ads for what looked like an extremely arresting story—a blockbuster retelling of the Dark Knight’s crusade against the Joker. In an era before superheroes dominated the big and small screens, Batman*1 was the event movie of the summer. Advertising for the film was inescapable. The images of a masked vigilante flying through the streets of a fictional metropolis battling a leering clown with green hair and white skin against the backdrop of Danny Elfman’s symphonic score captivated the twins.

			“When we started to see TV commercials for Tim Burton’s Batman, it looked like the most mind-blowing thing I’d ever seen,” Matt Duffer says. “But we weren’t allowed to see it—it was [rated] PG-13. About a year after it had come out, once it was on VHS, we were so annoying to our parents that we finally got to see this movie. It lived up to our expectations and then some. That was really the first time we realized what a movie director was—Tim Burton’s style was just so distinct. Then we started to watch all of his films. His visual style, his art direction, the music in those films really have a very personal stamp on them.”

			From then on, the Duffer brothers knew that they, too, wanted to make movies. So they did, crafting elaborate two-hour adventures for their toys. “Initially, we didn’t have a camera or anything,” Matt says. “We were just playing with our toys, but we knew movies were about two hours long, so we would put a timer on for two hours and then sort of improvise a movie. We were training very early on to tell a story in a two-hour time frame.”

			When they were in third grade, they received a camera*2 as a Christmas gift, and their productions became slightly more elaborate—or at least, as elaborate as films made by elementary-school students starring stuffed animals could be. Says Matt, “We made something called the Stuffed Father Trilogy. We’d not even seen The Godfather, but it was our dad’s favorite movie. So we took the title and made these silly little movies starring our stuffed animals as mobsters.”

			Their first feature-length film was based around Magic: The Gathering,*3 the collectible-trading-card game centered on battling wizards that had become something of an obsession for young Matt and Ross. The brothers recruited Tristan Smith, their best friend and next-door neighbor, to star in and codirect the production. “It was mostly just us hitting each other with plastic swords,” Matt says. “It’s pretty unwatchable.”

			By the time they reached middle school, the brothers had branched into comedies. Eventually, though, they began to develop a fascination with darker storytelling, which led them to the novels of Stephen King and classic horror cinema. The 1996 Wes Craven hit Scream, which carefully walked the line between horror and comedy as it referenced various genre landmarks, sparked in the Duffers a strong desire to revisit not only Craven’s earlier films, but also movies made by such visionaries as John Carpenter, David Cronenberg, and Sam Raimi.

			Raimi’s Evil Dead movies—The Evil Dead*4 in 1981, and Evil Dead II in 1987—proved especially influential. When the Michigan-born director was twenty-one years old, he and his friends had created the ultimate DIY exercise in fear by scraping together all the money they could, heading to a remote cabin in the Tennessee woods, and unleashing hell on the screen with a tale of demonic forces out of control. “Sam Raimi, like Tim Burton, has a very sort of aggressive visual style,” Matt Duffer says. “We started to try to emulate that with our video camera. We made all these sort of Evil Dead–style horror shorts in high school.”

			Using readily accessible filmmaking software such as iMovie, Matt and Ross Duffer began to craft short films with a more polished finish. The twins dreamed of attending the prestigious film school at the University of Southern California in Los Angeles, the alma mater of directors George Lucas, Robert Zemeckis, and John Carpenter, among many others. The thinking was that going to school on the West Coast would help a pair of brothers from North Carolina make the all-important connections that might lead toward a career in Hollywood. “We were pretty young and pretty naïve about things, but we were right about that,” Matt Duffer says.

			Although they weren’t accepted into USC’s film school, they did make it to Chapman University’s Dodge College of Film and Media Arts in Orange, California, a private institution with fewer than 9,500 students. During their undergraduate days, the Duffers began to focus on screenwriting; before that, their films had been improvised with friends. “It was a lot of trial and error, trying to figure out how to structure a story,” Ross Duffer says.
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				DON’T SETTLE FOR SECOND-RATE INSPIRATION. YOU DESERVE BETA.

				From the time Matt and Ross Duffer were in grade school, they knew they wanted to become filmmakers—their passion for the art form was influenced greatly by some of the cutting-edge directors who got their start in the 1970s and ’80s crafting unforgettable sci-fi, horror, and fantasy films. Sometimes, though, getting the opportunity to actually see the films required a little ingenuity. “With The Evil Dead, we tricked our mom so she would rent it for us. I told her it was unrated, but Leonard Maltin said it would be PG-13, which is just not true,” Matt Duffer says. “We were sneaky children.” (In that era, the Duffers would have been watching movies on videotape with a VCR similar to the one shown here.) Reviewing these now-classic titles, it’s easy to see the ways in which some of the ideas and imagery would become embedded in the brothers’ imaginations and help inspire Stranger Things.

			

			

				MATT’S PICKS
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				CLOSE ENCOUNTERS OF THE THIRD KIND (1977)

				An exemplary achievement in Spielberg’s nearly unrivaled filmography. The story of an Indiana everyman (Richard Dreyfuss) whose life is forever changed by a visitation from another sphere, Close Encounters informed many of Matt Duffer and Ross Duffer’s ideas about visual language on-screen and helped them hone their cinematic style.
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				ALTERED STATES (1980)

				A science-heavy spin on Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. William Hurt stars in director Ken Russell’s trippy, cerebral sci-fi thriller about a Harvard scientist whose renegade experiments—involving hallucinogenic substances and an isolation tank—trigger a surprising physical regression. The film’s lab-set sequences would help guide the eventual look of the interiors of Hawkins National Laboratory.
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				THE EVIL DEAD (1981)

				A group of friends heads to a remote cabin for a carefree getaway and are plunged into a living nightmare after unwittingly unleashing an ancient evil. Sam Raimi’s dizzying debut was made for next to nothing and went on to earn great notoriety for its inventiveness and gleefully transgressive edge. As teenagers, the Duffers became devoted fans of the horror classic—falling hard for the film’s brazen, bratty splatter style.
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				E.T. THE EXTRA-TERRESTRIAL (1982)

				The story of a strange visitor from another world who is taken in by a young boy. As their friendship solidifies, they begin to share a psychic connection—but the boy must go to great lengths to shelter his buddy from both his mom and government agents. Recognized as one of Steven Spielberg’s greatest achievements, E.T. serves as a foundational text for Stranger Things in tone and tenor.

				ROSS’S PICKS
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				THE THING (1982)

				An expedition to the Antarctic proves deadly for a team of scientists led by Kurt Russell. John Carpenter’s legendary update on the 1951 sci-fi favorite The Thing from Another World has become recognized as a standard-bearer. Rob Bottin’s revolutionary special effects were achieved incamera, an approach the Duffer brothers borrowed in their early episodes.
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				ALIEN (1979)

				Ridley Scott’s masterful film stands as the ultimate exercise in outer-space horror. Its Xenomorph monster influenced the design of the Demogorgon. Sigourney Weaver reprises her signature role as traumatized warrant officer Ellen Ripley in James Cameron’s follow-up, Aliens (1986). The film featured future Stranger Things star Paul Reiser as a slippery villain.
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				JAWS (1975)

				The Duffer brothers’ favorite film. Steven Spielberg invented the summer blockbuster with this horror about a predator terrorizing a beachside community. Roy Scheider’s police chief character was a direct influence on the character of Jim Hopper, and the Duffers often cited the villainous shark as a key inspiration for the monster haunting Hawkins.
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				POLTERGEIST (1982)

				Steven Spielberg produced this chilling haunted-house classic. The film’s terrifying images were unforgettable and kept an entire generation cowering under the covers. Bonus Stranger Things connection: In a season-one flashback scene, Joyce agrees to take Will to see the film as long as he promises not to have nightmares.

			
		

	
		IT CAME

		from the

		STACKS

		“I am on a curiosity voyage, and I need my paddles to travel. . . . These books are my paddles.” 

		—DUSTIN HENDERSON

		Reading Stephen King’s early works of horror fiction is as much an adolescent rite of passage as learning to drive or attending the prom. Throughout his decades-long, wildly prolific career, King has tapped into something powerful and primal with stories of outsiders and outcasts confronting supernatural threats. Those who make it out alive are forever changed by their experiences, and not always for the better. His tales are especially relatable as metaphors about the horrors of leaving childhood behind, but King’s deftness with character is often overlooked. His books are filled with fully realized heroes and villains whose relationships are well drawn and compelling.

		Although the wildly prolific author isn’t the only literary figure who inspired Matt and Ross Duffer—the list also includes Dan Simmons, Clive Barker, George R.R. Martin, and many more—King’s novels serve as a foundational text for Stranger Things, no question.
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			CARRIE (1974)

			Stephen King’s debut novel offers a terrifying look at the life of bullied Carrie White, a high-school student with telekinetic powers living with a deranged, abusive mother. When Carrie is pushed too far, she channels her extraordinary abilities to exact bloody revenge on her tormentors. Eleven would come to share many of Carrie’s unique gifts—and when confronted by “the bad men,” she would turn out to be just as deadly.
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			THE SHINING (1977)

			Writer’s block turns lethal when Overlook Hotel caretaker Jack Torrance descends into madness fueled by alcoholism and the ghosts of the past. King revisited the idea of a gifted child with an abusive parent in his third novel—Jack’s young son, Danny, can see the bloody history of the Overlook’s haunted halls. The Shining’s influence would be keenly felt in Stranger Things 2 once Will Byers acquired second sight (“now memories”) through his contact with a supernatural menace.
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			THE DEAD ZONE (1979)

			Former high-school teacher Johnny Smith awakes from a coma after nearly five years to discover that he can see the future, and things don’t look good. With his clairvoyance comes a brain tumor and the knowledge that a rising-star politician is a deeply unhinged man destined to start nuclear war (filmmaker David Cronenberg brought The Dead Zone to theaters in 1983, with Christopher Walken as Smith). The novel features many of the hallmarks of King’s best work, which the Duffers would channel for their series—a small-town setting, a protagonist with extraordinary abilities, richly drawn supporting characters, and an overarching feeling of escalating dread.
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			DIFFERENT SEASONS (1982)

			This collection of four novellas includes The Body, a poignant coming-of-age tale about four twelve-year-old boys who venture along a set of train tracks looking for the corpse of a missing child. Along the way, they’re pursued by dogs and a pack of bullies; persevering through the adversity, they form a deep bond. The story inspired the 1986 film Stand by Me, which, in turn, became one of the principal cinematic inspirations for Stranger Things.
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			FIRESTARTER (1980)

			King crafts another gifted girl in Charlie McGee, who inherits psychic powers from her parents as a result of a covert government program involving mind-altering substances—a story line that clearly parallels the foundational elements of Stranger Things. Eleven could be seen as Charlie’s literary cousin; both girls struggle to understand and harness their abilities. E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial star Drew Barrymore played Charlie in the 1984 film.
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			IT (1986)

			“We all float down here,” Pennywise the Dancing Clown tells little Georgie Denbrough before luring the boy to his demise. Pennywise is the favored form of a mythic, ancient evil terrorizing a small town, but it’s a group of social misfits who get wise to the supernatural nature of the threat. At one time, the Duffers had hoped to direct a movie adaptation of It, but instead, they turned their attention to developing their own series about friends in a rural community confronting the paranormal. (Finn Wolfhard, who plays Mike Wheeler in Stranger Things, would star in the 2017 film adaptation of the novel.)

		
	
		
			Their student short film Eater, about a cannibal on the loose in a police precinct station house, showed tremendous promise. Veteran producer Mace Neufeld (The Hunt for Red October, Patriot Games) served at Chapman as filmmaker-in-residence and worked with the brothers, and he was struck by their talent and their unique visual style. “I quickly realized they were ready for prime time,” Neufeld says. “They really knew what they were doing.”*5 While attending Chapman, the Duffers took as many internships in Hollywood as they could find and continued to write scripts. One idea, about a Cold War–era mystery, seemed to have potential, but they couldn’t find the right way to shape the story, so they shelved the idea. Then, in 2011, they had an aspiring filmmaker’s dream experience.

			Warner Bros. picked up their screenplay for Hidden, a tightly scripted thriller set almost entirely in a bomb shelter, and green-lit the project with the Duffers at the helm as directors. Alexander Skarsgård (HBO’s True Blood) and Andrea Riseborough (Birdman or [The Unexpected Virtue of Ignorance]) were cast as the parents of a young girl who are forced to take shelter after a viral outbreak decimates their town. Venerable producer Richard D. Zanuck briefly came aboard to help shepherd the project; before filming could begin, however, the Hollywood legend—who had produced six of Tim Burton’s films, including Big Fish (2003) and Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (2005)—suffered a fatal heart attack at the age of 77.

			Shooting began in Vancouver in August 2012, but during production, the twins began to get the sense that Warner Bros. was having second thoughts. “We were at this studio that we looked up to when we were kids,” says Matt Duffer. “Warner Bros. is the studio that made Batman. At the end of the day, Warner Bros. didn’t know what to do with the movie because it was so small. We got a call. Someone high up at Warner had just realized the whole thing is set in a bomb shelter and wanted to know if we could open it up. We were in the middle of shooting. There was nothing to do.”

			The unfinished film sat on a shelf for nearly a year before the Duffers were able to complete postproduction work on the project. It received only a cursory release in September 2015. “It was a hard experience to go through,” says Matt. “It felt like we were pounding on the door, begging to get let into the party, and then we were kicked out almost as soon as we got in. Our ‘big break’ suddenly felt like an accident.”

			The Duffers’ promising career appeared to have come to a screeching halt. But in an unusual twist of fate, M. Night Shyamalan*6 intervened. (The man does have a knack for creating twists of fate.)

			The Oscar-nominated writer-director (The Sixth Sense, Unbreakable) had read the brothers’ Hidden script, and he was impressed with their sense of storytelling. The screenplay follows contours viewers
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