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      Even though Splatter Flicks was released back in 2006 (Allworth Press), I still get requests for workshops, presentations, and interviews about the fascinating world of horror filmmaking. While the first edition has hopefully provided some valuable insights, it’s impossible to ignore the passage of time and the evolution of the genre and industry. Recognizing the need to breathe fresh life into Splatter Flicks, I embarked on a journey to revive this book. This revitalized edition not only reflects the latest advancements in technology and emerging styles but also showcases the talents of contemporary filmmakers who have already left an indelible mark on the genre. However, filmmaking is far from a solitary endeavor. To enrich your understanding and provide you with some great insights and tips, I also conducted interviews with horror-leaning professionals in screenwriting, acting, stunts, costume design, production design, music, editing, special effects, and distribution. Their perspectives and expertise will illuminate the collaborative nature of this art form and guide you on your creative journey.

      Some conversations happened while reconnecting with those I had interviewed for the first edition of Splatter Flicks, a few of whom are still my friends and peers in the industry. I lost touch with most of the other interviewees. In an online search, I was sad to learn about the untimely passing of Michael Hein, founder of the New York Horror Film Festival and iconic Sci-Fi talent Julie Strain.

      Meanwhile, I welcomed back costume designer (and neighbor) Lynn McQuown. While much of her information is still pertinent, we added new nuggets of costuming wisdom. I was also delighted to reconnect with Anthony Pepe, a New York make-up special effects artist and now a father of two, who has seen his profession drastically change, especially with the introduction of artificial intelligence.

      “I once believed that the filmmaking industry was recession proof. It was indestructible,” says Anthony. “It was the purest art form that you can get. But unfortunately, artificial intelligence is replacing artists at an extremely rapid rate. About a year from now, I can probably go on Netflix and type in, I want to watch Ghostbusters, but this time I want to watch it with Eddie Murphy, John Candy, Chris Farley, and Stephen Hawking. And it’ll make that movie for me and give me a completely new Ghostbusters for my own personal enjoyment.”

      At the time of this book’s first publication in 2006, VFX were not readily available for the low-budget independent producer. Now, filmmakers can create their own effects or hire a professional at affordable rates. For this edition, award-winning VFX artist William Reliford shares his insights into the world of visual effects for the independent filmmaker. William concurs that rapid technologies have opened up new digital frontiers.

      “At one point, only large production houses had access to high-end visual effects capabilities,” says William. “That is no longer the case. Today, with the leveling of compute power per cost, independent filmmakers now have access to visual effects that are on par with those of large studios. Take, for example, a shot from a well-known feature-length animated film. At the time of production, it took twenty-four hours to render each frame, and the studio used thousands of computer nodes to complete the film. The studio recently made the shot’s assets available to the VFX community, and I could render that same frame in fifteen minutes. This is how far we have come, and it’s only getting better.”

      Other new additions include John Penney, a film producer, screenwriter, director, and distributor (yes, all those things!). He has been working in the horror genre for over thirty years, with credits such as Reborn (2018), Hellgate (2011), Zyzzyx Road (2006), and Return of the Living Dead 3 (1993).

      The last edition of Splatter Flicks wasn’t very gender diverse, a reflection of the times. In this edition, two incredibly talented women directors include Jill Gevargizian (The Stylist, 2020) and Natasha Kermani (Lucky, 2020; Imitation Girl, 2017). These filmmakers describe how they navigated from low-budget shorts to features and offer invaluable tips from their own indie project experiences.

      Heidi Honeycutt is the director of programming for the Etheria Film Festival, which showcases horror, science fiction, fantasy, action, thriller, and dark comedy films directed by women and a film journalist and the author of I Spit on Your Celluloid: The History of Women Directing Horror Movies. She also has experience in front and behind the camera on a number of low-budget horror films, so brings a diverse perspective to this edition.

      I also added a producer’s perspective with Kevin Sluder, who has been a producer on a number of short and feature indie horror films including A Hard Place (2024), House of Ashes (2024), and Craving (2023).

      Veteran New York cinematographer Jendra Jarnagin offers her perspective from behind the lens. She has been director of photography on features such as Asking for It (2021), NYX (2025), and Entangled (2019), as well as well-known TV series such as Emily in Paris (2024) and East New York (2022-23).

      Toy Lei—a multi-talented actor, director, fight choreographer, and swordswoman—provides invaluable advice on safety and stunts, a common necessity in horror.

      Erik Hererra is a production designer who has also worked as an art director, set designer, set dresser, prop master, and on general art department tasks. He shares his experience and tips for adding design elements to micro-budget projects.

      Chris Hopkins worked for twenty-nine years as a union sculptor on major Hollywood productions such as The Mandalorian (2019/2021), Guardians of the Galaxy II (2016), The Avengers (2011), Transformers” (2006), Castaway (2000), Get Shorty (1995), and many, many more. Chris brings the perspective of time, from an aspiring film student to a union industry pro, with invaluable tips for those just starting out.

      Editor Evan Langston and composer Chris Wirsig offer their tips and processes for post-production and scoring, both with extensive credits under their belts. Evan has substantial experience in the commercial, television, narrative, and documentary worlds and was lead editor on the features A Wesley Christmas Wedding (2023), Due Season (2022) and Fruits of the Heart  (2021) and has edited countless short horror films. Chris, who has a penchant for the dark side, has been writing music for over twenty-five years for television, features, and shorts. A sampling of his TV credits includes Ancient Aliens (2022-24), The Secret of Skinwalker Ranch (2022-24), The Curse of Oak Island (2022-24), Sin City Murders (2024), and Halloween Obsessed (2022).

      Joining the post-production experts is colorist Peter Swartz. Peter has color graded a broad range of theatrical feature films, television shows and indie shorts through his company, Color Space Finishing.

      Horror has been one of the most enduringly popular film genres since George Méliès conjured flying bats, devils, and skeletons in The Haunted Castle (1896). From the 1930s, when iconic monsters like Dracula and Frankenstein first appeared on-screen, audiences have willingly delved into the depths of their darkest fears. Vampires, zombies, mummies, ghosts, monsters, aliens, malevolent spirits, and deranged madmen have consistently haunted our collective imagination.

      What makes horror so intriguing is its versatility, often blending seamlessly with other genres like science fiction, fantasy, supernatural, and thrillers. As the genre evolved, it witnessed transformative moments in the hands of visionary filmmakers. By the 1960s, Roger Corman reigned supreme, creating B-movies on shoestring budgets with remarkably quick turnarounds. His films boldly explored taboo subjects and stretched the boundaries of censorship, serving as a training ground for future luminaries like Francis Ford Coppola, Martin Scorsese, James Cameron, Jack Nicholson, and Peter Fonda.

      The 1970s witnessed the rise of independent horror cinema, exemplified by John Carpenter’s Halloween, which spawned a franchise that endures to this day. No longer confined to gothic castles, monsters lurked in suburban settings and our everyday lives. Films like The Last House on the Left (1972), Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974), and I Spit on Your Grave (1978), shocked audiences with their brutal and visceral depictions, generating both outrage and a devoted cult following.

      The 1980s continued the trend with slasher and teen horror classics like Friday the 13th (1980), Sleepaway Camp (1983), and A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984). However, the 1990s ushered in a new era, characterized by psychological and supernatural elements in films like Jacob’s Ladder (1990), The Blair Witch Project (1999), and The Sixth Sense (1999). Thanks to The Blair Witch Project, found footage films gained traction in the 2000s, offering an intimate and low-budget approach.

      Internationally, others contributed to the genre’s global expansion with films such as Japanese films Ringu (1998) and Ju-on: The Grudge (2002), the South Korean film A Tale of Two Sisters (2003), Britain’s 28 Days Later (2002) and The Descent (2005), Spain’s Rec (2007), and Sweden’s Let the Right One In (2008). Most of these films were also adapted in the United States.

      The 2010s brought forth a resurgence of supernatural and occult themes, drawing from folklore, mythology, and the paranormal in films such as It Follows (2014), The Babadook (2014), and The Witch (2015). Found footage continued its success with movies like Creep (2014) and As Above, So Below (2014). Meanwhile, films like Get Out (2017), Hereditary (2018), and Parasite (2019) skillfully explored societal issues, including racism, family dynamics, and class. More recently, there has been a growing interest in slow-burn horror and unconventional storytelling, exemplified in movies like Midsommar (2019), Saint Maud (2019), and Barbarian (2022).

      Many of the titles are more studio driven, but there is a parallel universe of micro-budget horror films with a large fan base. Coherence (2013), a mind-bending sci-fi thriller, was shot for $50,000 in the director’s home with a minimal crew and a highly talented cast. Creep (2014) utilized the found footage technique to keep the budget at $5000 and resulted in a three-picture deal with Netflix. Rebirth, a 2020 zombie reinvention of Night of the Living Dead, Roger Conners’ debut feature, had an estimated budget of $12,000.

      Skinamarink (2022), which delves into our primal fears in the most unsettling way, was made for around $15,000 and became a viral hit after a copy from a festival accidentally leaked online. The experimental film tells the story of two small children who wake up to find their parents missing, the lights not working, and all the doors and windows gone. The filmmaker, Kyle Edward Ball, shot it in his childhood home. In the one-hundred-minute run-time, you only see people on screen for just over ten-minutes, which naturally kept the costs down.

      Women have been making their mark in recent decades, with more female-centric themes being explored. Cat People (2023) and Baby Ruby (2023) both delve into the intersection of female identity, fear, and transformation. Both films use horror to explore the tension between societal expectations and the internal struggles women face, whether it’s with dating or postpartum depression.

      There are also many intriguing horror films being made outside of the US making significant contributions to the genre. British films like Saint Maud (2020, UK) and His House (2020, UK) delve into the psychological aspects of horror, exploring themes of obsession, trauma, guilt, and the fragility of the human mind. Others use horror to examine cultural, social, and political issues such as The Medium (2021, Thailand/South Korea) and Saloum (2021, Senegal). The supernatural and folklore are central to films like The Queen of Black Magic (2020, Indonesia) and The Innocents (2021, Norway). And body horror, focusing on the grotesque transformation of the human body, can be found in Titane (2021, France/Belgium) and Possessor (2020, Canada/UK). Titane, directed by Julia Ducournau, won the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film Festival.

      The success of horror films doesn’t hinge on extravagant budgets or A-list stars. Many of the genre’s most successful entries have emerged from the independent film scene, often created with limited resources. If you’re an aspiring filmmaker with a penchant for the macabre, you’re in luck—working in this genre doesn’t require you to be a movie mogul. Pursuing the horror genre offers a viable entry point into the industry, even with limited finances, and holds the promise for potential distribution. As a result, a multitude of filmmakers are drawn to this genre, but often without a comprehensive grasp of the craft.

      The primary aim of this book is to emphasize the significance of mastering the art of independent filmmaking, with specific emphasis on the realm of horror—from the initial stages of story development and planning to effective distribution and marketing strategies. By heeding the advice and insights shared by seasoned film professionals, you will be well-equipped for your foray into this unpredictable world. Approach it with knowledge and preparation, nurturing your creativity and seizing the opportunities that await in the dark corners of cinematic storytelling.

      
        
        Sara Caldwell
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            Setting the Stage

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re an aspiring filmmaker, embarking on the journey to bring your cinematic vision to life requires more than just a passion for storytelling. It demands a well-structured plan, dedication to honing your craft, and the ability to navigate the complex and often challenging terrain of the industry. Your success will hinge on your commitment to acquiring and refining the essential skills of the trade. These skills empower you to craft a unique story as a screenplay and guide it through the various stages of production, culminating in a film that resonates with audiences.

      Creating a film is as much about creative expression as it is about logistical execution. While it’s easy to become enamored with the glamour of directing or the excitement of seeing your story unfold on the screen, the reality of filmmaking is rooted in meticulous planning, strategic decision-making, and resource management. To transform your vision into reality, you’ll need to secure financing, gather the right talent, and obtain the necessary equipment—a daunting task for those working with limited budgets.

      In this section, we’ll delve into the foundational aspects of making a low-budget horror film, a genre that, despite its constraints, offers a unique platform for creative expression. We’ll start by exploring the pros and cons of working within a limited budget, highlighting both the opportunities for innovation and the challenges that come with financial restrictions. Understanding these dynamics is crucial, as it will inform your approach to every subsequent stage of production.

      Next, we’ll discuss the art of screenwriting, with a focus on horror. The power of a well-crafted screenplay cannot be overstated, as it is the blueprint for your entire film. We’ll examine common horror tropes, how to avoid overused stereotypes and clichés, and the techniques you can employ to build suspense and create a truly terrifying experience for your audience. Your screenplay is where your film’s journey begins, and getting it right is essential for setting the stage for success.

      Before you can even think about shouting “action” on set, you’ll need to tackle the practical matter of securing funding and resources. Whether through personal savings, crowdfunding, grants, or other financing methods, raising the necessary capital is one of the most significant hurdles you’ll face as an independent filmmaker. We’ll provide insights and strategies to help you navigate this critical phase, ensuring you have the financial backing needed to see your project through to completion.

      Finally, we’ll explore the vital phase of pre-production—the backbone of your film. It’s during pre-production that the foundation for your entire project is laid. From assembling your team of key personnel to scouting locations and finalizing the budget, every decision made during this stage will have a direct impact on the production and post-production phases. A well-organized pre-production process ensures that every element aligns seamlessly once you find yourself on set, ready to bring your story to life.
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        Your audience is smarter than you think they are. They want to be challenged and they want to feel deeply.

      

      

      
        
        — Heidi Honeycutt

        Program Director, Etheria Film Festival

      

      

      In an era vastly different from the DVD-dominated landscape of this book’s first publication, the realm of low-budget horror films has undergone a remarkable transformation. Streaming platforms, which were once unimaginable, has ushered in a new era of opportunity for independent filmmakers. Gone are the days when the ultimate aspiration was securing a coveted spot on a Blockbuster shelf; today, the possibilities are far more extensive, but so are the challenges.

      Despite the accessibility of these platforms, one enduring truth remains: there are no shortcuts to crafting interesting material or cultivating an audience, irrespective of genre. Sobering statistics highlight the formidable odds stacked against independent films, which often struggle to break out beyond the festival circuit, let alone turn a profit. There exists a group of visionary filmmakers who defy the odds and serve as a beacon of hope.

      These cinematic trailblazers demonstrate that it is indeed possible to craft a successful independent horror film. While luck may play a role in some cases, the prevailing factors behind their achievements are undeniably passion, unwavering determination, and relentless hard work.

      In this chapter, we’ll delve into essential topics such as mastering the art of filmmaking, the merits, and drawbacks of film school, and the strategic choice between creating shorts or diving headfirst into feature films.

      How Much Do You Need to Know?

      Horror filmmaking is deeply rooted in passion and a lifelong fascination with the genre. It’s the dream of many to turn their devotion into a career, but the path to becoming a maestro of horror demands more than enthusiasm alone. Regrettably, some aspiring filmmakers rush into the process prematurely, failing to grasp the intricacies of the craft or nuanced elements that distinguish between forgettable, jump-scare laden projects and enduring cult classics.

      For these individuals, the genre becomes more about exploitation—a realm where an excess of gore and sex is seen as a shortcut to success, regardless of artistic quality. In truth, the art of horror filmmaking demands a genuine embrace of the genre, an understanding that surpasses superficial shock value. Just as in any creative discipline, there are no magic shortcuts that can bypass the essential learning process.

      This principle holds true at every stage of the filmmaking journey, from the inception of an interesting script to the meticulous translation of that narrative into an unsettling and memorable visual experience. However, navigating this learning curve can vary significantly from one person to another, with equal success.

      Film School or the School of Hard Knocks?

      A question that often looms is whether attending a major film school is a requisite for success in the industry. The answer, perhaps surprisingly, is a resounding “no.” While film schools undeniably offer a plethora of advantages not easily replicated in the outside world, there are alternative paths to honing your craft.

      “There are some very good film schools out there,” Heidi shares. “It’s a more guided version of trying to figure it all out yourself. But you still have to do the work. You still have to pick up a camera and shoot something and figure out how to do it. The people you interact with every day, like your professors, are very talented, caring people who genuinely are invested in your growth as an artist, but I think the administrations of these schools tend to see you more as a client paying money. I want people to be aware that making a project in film school, with your film school stamp on it, is a very different experience than making your own film with a little less guidance. School administrators are very concerned about the branding of the school and which festivals you play at, rather than which festivals are right for you. I’ve worked in distribution for shorts. Whenever I’m acquiring a short from the content creator, it’s a breeze. Anytime it’s a student film, it’s an ordeal, and the school keeps the money. The filmmaker gets cut out of any distribution deal. I’ve had to remove projects because the schools that own the copyright were not allowing them to move forward.”

      Film schools are equipped with an impressive array of resources, including cutting-edge equipment, on-campus shooting locations, and a treasure trove of student discounts that span from equipment rentals to permits. Moreover, they provide an invaluable education on the annals of film history and theory and grant direct access to faculty members who are engaged in the industry. Perhaps most crucially, they offer a safe space for experimentation and learning from mistakes—a vital aspect of artistic growth.

      “At festivals, when an AFI film comes out, you know it,” says filmmaker and producer Kevin Sluder. “They have $50,000, $75,000 budgets. They’re gorgeous. You can get an extremely good education in film school. You get hands on training with the equipment. I didn’t go to film school. I went to university in North Carolina, and they had a film program, but it was mostly theory. I came out here and learned the hard way. I made a lot of mistakes that having more education might have kept me from making. If you have the money, I can’t really argue against film school, outside of the cost not being something that many people can do. I can’t argue for it because I’ve also seen people with no film school education, just a love of film, go out there and do dynamite stuff. The majority of people that I meet on the film festival trail, and that’s all across America from LA to New York to middle of America down to Florida, very rarely do I meet many people who went to film school. It’s just people that really love film.”

      Networking with other students is also a benefit that schools offer. Natasha Kermani considers her education at New York University Tisch School of the Arts an invaluable experience, especially for the bonds she forged early on.

      “There are many reasons to go to film school,” she advises. “For me, there were two main ones. First was community. I really found my crew and my team. I actually run a production company now with two guys who I went to Tisch with. We met when we were nineteen. My editor is also someone I met freshman year at Tisch. We started working together in film school and that relationship grew as our careers changed and grew. Having the infrastructure of a team and a production company and all of those things is very much part of what allowed me as an individual filmmaker to make a micro-budget film. Now, could you still build those relationships just by starting to work? Of course, but I would argue there is a bit more of a dog-eat-dog reality. It is a different relationship that you have with your coworkers, whereas when you meet someone when you’re eighteen or nineteen and you’re dreaming about what it means to be a filmmaker or even trying to understand what filmmaking is, that bond is different. It’s forged in a different furnace than the ones on set in a professional setting.”

      Natasha also touts the “above the line” opportunities that schools provide, meaning the chance to experience being a producer, writer, or director on a project:

      “I would say the second part of it was the ability to do an above-the-line workshop, which you don’t necessarily have access to if you are not independently wealthy as a professional. If you are independently wealthy, you can do whatever you want. But what film school allows you to do is have a playground and a workshop to learn above-the-line skills. You have that sandbox available that you don’t necessarily have access to if you’re working. Because if you’re not immediately stepping into the writer/director position, you’re probably working camera, or lighting, or art department. All those things are amazing, but you’re watching a director do it, rather than being in the sandbox doing it yourself, developing those skills, making those mistakes in an academic setting.

      “Those were skills that I continue to utilize now. I was lucky enough to have a mentor in one of the old school directing professors at NYU. She was one of the original members of the director’s unit. She teaches method. She teaches all those academic approaches to writing, directing, producing, and you get thrown into the fire and learn. Being in that academic setting is a little bit safer and more accessible.”

      In contrast, some seasoned filmmakers argue that the wealth of information available online allows for a comprehensive self-education, rendering the substantial investment required by prestigious film institutions potentially better spent on financing your own feature projects.

      For those seeking a middle-ground, community college film courses emerge as an attractive alternative. These courses provide affordable access to equipment and a platform to master the basics of the craft. Interestingly, community college students often enjoy more extensive access to equipment than their university counterparts, as the focus is frequently geared towards preparing students for immediate entry into the industry.

      Regardless of the type of school, long-term bonds can be forged with fellow film students.

      “Obviously, NYU is one of the top film schools in the world,” Natasha acknowledges. “But I have friends who went to state art schools, and they met their Director of Photography (DP) there. One friend was an assistant for many years. Her DP was a DIT (Digital Imaging Technician) for many years. Then ten years later, they’re making movies together. So, it’s not unique to the NYU film school. I think any academic setting where you’re able to create those bonds in a nonprofessional setting is unique.”

      In the grand scheme of things, it’s important to recognize that while film school can be a valuable stepping-stone, it’s not the sole pathway to success. The most pivotal factor is your dedication to learning and mastering the craft, regardless of the route you choose to take. Whether you opt for the structured environment of a film school, the autonomy of self-education, or the practicality of community college, your journey in the world of filmmaking will ultimately be defined by your passion, commitment, and the artistry you bring to the screen.

      Shorts Versus Straight to Feature

      Filmmakers often consider the choice between creating short films as a testing ground for concepts or diving headfirst into the challenging realm of feature filmmaking. Each path presents its distinct set of advantages and drawbacks.

      “I just produced a short with a first-time director,” says John Penney of Dark Arts Entertainment. “She wrote and directed it, and she did a really terrific job. It won an award from the Portland Horror Film Festival. For a short film, that’s great, it’s about promoting the filmmaker. My job as somebody who’s in the commercial ecosystem is to leverage her into a place where the follow up project can go into the commercial space. The intention of the short was to build that filmmaker’s career, because now I can point to this movie and say, yes, she can direct the feature that I’m going to produce, and that we’ve co-written together.”

      
        
        The Case for Short Films:

      

      

      
        	
Concept Exploration: Short films serve as a fertile ground for experimenting with innovative ideas. Directors can refine their storytelling techniques, experiment with visual aesthetics, and fine-tune their narrative style without the immense commitment required for a feature.

        	
Lower Costs: Short films typically entail lower production costs compared to features. This affordability allows filmmakers to focus their resources on perfecting specific elements, such as cinematography or sound design, which can become their signature style.

        	
Festival Exposure: Short films have a natural home in the festival circuit, providing a platform for emerging talents to showcase their work to industry professionals and passionate fans. Festival exposure can be a stepping-stone to securing financing and distribution for future projects.

      

      While there are many advantages to starting with short film projects, shorts rarely see commercial success.

      “If you have a short film, it’s very hard to distribute,” warns Heidi. “You’re likely never going to sell it to where you make your money back. You’re likely never going to see it on a streaming service unless you put it up online yourself. And that’s okay. Short films are a different exercise in filmmaking than a feature. They typically cost less and it’s a good way to show people what you can do. It doesn’t mean you’ll never get distribution, but it’ll probably be a non-exclusive. You may get a check for $500 and that’ll be it. In exchange, people will get to see your film.”

      Filmmaker Natasha Kermani preferred going into the feature world sooner than later.

      “I had very little success in shorts,” says Natasha. “My fellow filmmakers have made some really great shorts that have gone far. They’ve won awards and gone to festivals. I really never had that experience. I did a few shorts that didn’t really go anywhere. It wasn’t something I was super passionate about. I never really loved shorts. So I did two shorts; one was my student film and then I did one more short film that was just an opportunity to do something post school while I was working. And then I started getting into the feature space.”

      Festivals are the predominant showcase for shorts, but there are associated costs, so Heidi suggests being selective about the venues:

      “Festivals do cost money to enter, so you want to make sure that the festivals you’re submitting to are not out of your league. If you make a low budget horror short and you submit it to smaller horror film festivals, you will meet great people that you could end up collaborating with. You may win an award. You will get social media exposure. You will get to see other people’s films that are otherwise completely unavailable to watch, and you’ll learn a lot from them. A lot of people think they have to submit to Cannes and Sundance and if you’re not going to show your film there, that it’s not worth it. And that’s absolutely not true. Film festivals at any level are always a really great way to expand your reach. When it comes to low budget genre films, most people are networking to make new friends and new collaborators and people who have good ideas. Maybe they need help on their project, and you jump in and help them and maybe they’ll help you. Maybe they have a reference for something you’ve been looking for and they can connect you to it. And those are genuine, good networking connections and people should not be afraid of wanting to make those.”

      
        
        The Case for Feature Films:

      

      

      
        	
Comprehensive Storytelling: Feature films offer ample time and space to develop intricate narratives, explore multifaceted characters, and create immersive cinematic experiences. Filmmakers can fully delve into their creative vision without constraints.

        	
Broader Audience Potential: Features have the potential to reach a wider and more diverse audience, both in theaters and through various distribution platforms, increasing the likelihood for financial success and career impact.

      

      
        
        The Drawbacks of Feature Films:

      

      

      
        	
High Costs: Producing a feature demands a substantial budget, which can be a daunting challenge for independent filmmakers. Financial constraints can limit creative choices and force compromises.

        	
Greater Risk: The success of a feature film is far from guaranteed, and the stakes are considerably higher. If the project fails to resonate with audiences or critics, it can have long-lasting consequences for the filmmaker’s career and financial stability.

      

      
        
        Which Path to Choose?

      

      

      Ultimately, the decision to start with short films or plunge into a feature-length project depends on individual goals, resources, and artistic inclinations. Short films are an excellent training ground, allowing filmmakers to refine their skills and build a portfolio. They also provide an opportunity to gauge audience reactions and fine-tune their storytelling voice.

      On the other hand, the allure of feature filmmaking lies in the potential for broader impact and commercial and career success. However, this path demands careful planning, financing, and a deep commitment to the long and arduous journey of bringing a feature film to fruition.

      In the end, there is no one-size-fits-all answer. Some filmmakers may choose to dabble in both short and feature-length formats throughout their careers, while others may opt for a more specialized focus. The key lies in understanding one’s own creative ambitions, resources, and willingness to embrace the challenges and rewards of either path.
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        The golden rule is to keep your plot simple and your characters complex.

      

      

      
        
        — John Penney

        Writer/Director/Producer/Distributor

      

      

      What defines a truly exceptional horror film, one that grips us with spine-tingling suspense or subverts our expectations while entertaining us in daring and unique ways? Regardless of genre, it all commences with the cornerstone of storytelling: a meticulously crafted narrative and interesting, authentic characters. No amount of dazzling special effects can cloak a story that falters in its construction.

      The story you choose to write or adapt as a filmmaker becomes the bedrock upon which every other facet of your cinematic creation will rest. Consequently, dedicating the necessary time and effort to cultivate distinctive and original characters, sound plots, cohesive themes, and suspense-building techniques is paramount. This process should be undertaken with an eye on resourcefulness, particularly if you intend to make your own film with limited funds. In this chapter, we’ll explore the art of screenwriting for horror films, and the strategies and principles that underpin the spine-chilling tales that haunt our dreams.

      “I think the key is to develop the ability to tell a story,” says screenwriter/filmmaker John Penney. “I know that sounds really boring, but convey a story that connects with an emotional truth. The whole point is that we’re putting a frame around some life experience. And maybe we’re using the genre as a metaphor for certain things, but you can give us an experience that is emotionally truthful on some level. Every time I was writing a script, it was shooting a flare up into the darkness, hoping that somebody else would see it. I tried to tell emotionally truthful stories, with characters that actors would gravitate toward playing, which gave them marketplace access.”

      Original Spins

      A recurring frustration shared by both critics and audiences arises when films rely heavily on tired, overused tropes and clichés—the final girl, jump scares, a cabin in the woods, and a creepy clown, to name a few. While these tropes and clichés are pervasive, talented filmmakers can use them as a foundation to create innovative and genuinely frightening experiences. Subverting expectations and breathing new life into these conventions is what keeps the horror genre fresh and exciting for audiences.

      This is precisely where the brilliance of Jordan Peele, showcased in films such as Get Out (2017), Us (2019), and Nope (2022), shines through. Peele’s remarkable success in the horror genre can be largely attributed to his adeptness at subverting tired conventions. However, his impact goes beyond mere subversion; it extends into the realm of deeper thematic exploration, both symbolically and on a profound narrative level.

      Novice writers often start by imitating the familiar elements that drew them to the genre in the first place, but the goal should be to move beyond that.

      “When you’re first starting out, it’s actually very helpful that one of the best ways to learn is to copy, because you’re finding your voice,” says Ruth Atkinson, a Los Angeles based script consultant and story editor. “Having your first few scripts be a bit cliched is okay because you’re mimicking what you’ve seen. That’s part of the creative journey. But you want to move beyond that. One of the ways you do so is to shift from looking at what’s out there and start to look at what’s inside you. What are you afraid of? What makes you nervous? Not necessarily in terms of jump scares, but are you afraid of dying? Or something else? Turning inwards to look at yourself is a way to avoid clichés. Trust what’s going on inside you and explore that.”

      Structuring Your Plot

      Horror features usually follow the traditional three-act Hollywood story structure, which screenwriters are very familiar with. Let’s explore the basic plot points using The Shining, (1980) directed Stanley Kubrick and based on Stephen King’s novel as an example. The flawed protagonist is Jack Torrance.

      
        
        Act 1: Setup

      

      

      
        	
Introduction: We meet the Torrance family—Jack, Wendy, and their son Danny—as they move to the isolated Overlook Hotel to serve as winter caretakers.

        	
Call to Adventure: Jack has a nightmare of killing his family, a concept he initially rejects (aka refusal of the call).

        	
First Plot Point: Jack encounters ghosts and supernatural elements, taking him into the Special World.

      

      
        
        Act 2: Confrontation

      

      

      
        	
Rising Tension: As the family becomes more isolated, the hotel’s supernatural activity intensifies. Danny’s psychic abilities allow him to see terrifying visions.

        	
Midpoint: Jack discovers the haunted Room 237, leading to a disturbing physical encounter with a ghostly woman.

        	
False Hope: Jack confronts Wendy with a baseball bat, but she manages to lock him in a pantry.

        	
Second Plot Point: Jack escapes from the pantry, embracing his evil pact with the hotel.

      

      
        
        Act 3: Resolution

      

      

      
        	
Final Confrontation: Jack, now completely possessed by the hotel’s evil, attempts to murder Wendy and Danny.

        	
Climax: The film reaches its peak of suspense in the chase through the snow-covered hedge maze, as Jack pursues Danny. Danny manages to outsmart his father and escape with his mother, while Jack gets lost and dies in the maze.

        	
Resolution: The film ends with an iconic photograph from 1921, revealing Jack’s connection to the hotel’s sinister history.

      

      The Shining masterfully employs the three-act structure to build tension and fear, culminating in a terrifying climax. Jack’s descent into madness, the hotel’s supernatural elements, and the isolation of the setting all contribute to the film’s enduring status as a horror classic.

      Audiences are certainly familiar and comfortable with this structure in mainstream movies of any genre, but this structure is a guideline, not a hard-and-fast rule.

      “Structure is just a guardrail. If you’re bowling, you need to have a lane,” Ruth explains. “That’s all it does. I’m not a crazy structure person .I don’t believe you have to state the theme by page five. I don’t agree with that. Do you need an inciting incident? Do you need a strong end of act one? Midpoint, end of act two? Yes, you need the basics of structure. That just ensures your story is moving forward with an escalation. It’s the bedrock of drama. Even if you’re doing an alternative structure, like flashbacks or parallel narratives, it’s still typically using the three acts. Because that’s all structure is, a beginning, middle, and end. If you’re going to break the rules, that’s totally fine. Just know why and what you hope to get out of that.”

      A notable example of a film that somewhat subverted this structure is The Witch (2015), directed by Robert Eggers. This atmospheric and unsettling film, set in 17th-century New England, defies some narrative conventions.

      Instead of following the traditional three-act structure with clear plot points, The Witch adopts a slow-burning and immersive approach. It focuses more on creating an oppressive atmosphere and psychological horror than adhering to conventional plot progression. There’s also the ambiguous beginning without the traditional setup phase; viewers are almost immediately thrust into the family’s isolated and foreboding existence in the wilderness. While the film hints at the witch lurking in the woods, it doesn’t rely on conventional horror elements. The true horror is the family’s descent into madness and their increasing distrust of each other.

      The ending is also ambiguous versus a tightly wrapped resolution. It’s open to interpretation, with an unsettling final scene that challenges us to contemplate the true nature of the terror we have witnessed.

      A few more recent experimental indie films that further subverted traditional structure include I Saw the TV Glow (2024), “Stop Motion” (2023), and Skinamarink (2022), all worthy films that subverted storytelling conventions, particularly the latter, which is almost devoid of structure, character, or dialogue.

      “Break the rules all you want,” Ruth advises. “Do something experimental, play, explore. If we don’t break free of the three-act structure, we sometimes won’t get good material. What’s important is doing it intentionally, like Skinamarink. They had no intention of following the three-act structure. It’s so loose, but it feels intentional. You don’t look at that film and think they didn’t know what they were doing. They knew very well what they were doing. If you want to do something different, then do it with intention, but know it may not work if your goal is to connect to a large audience.”

      Avoiding Cliché Characters

      To effectively steer clear of character cliches, invest ample time and effort into developing your characters, ensuring they possess unique qualities and depth. Consider the following ten questions as you craft your central characters:

      
        	
Originality Check: Have I come across a character too similar to mine in previous films or stories?

        	
Distinguishing Factors: How does my character stand out from the typical horror genre archetypes?

        	
Distinctive Traits: What specific personality traits, strengths, and weaknesses define my character and set them apart?

        	
Influential Past: How has my character’s personal history shaped their beliefs and attitudes?

        	
Shades of Gray: Does my protagonist exhibit complexity and depth, or are they portrayed in stark black and white terms?

        	
Antagonist Uniqueness: In what ways does my antagonist differ from the common horror villains we often encounter?

        	
Villain Complexity: Does my antagonist possess a complete lack of morality, or can we glimpse hints of vulnerability or conscience within them?

        	
Balance of Power: Are my hero and villain evenly matched in terms of physical or intellectual strengths, ensuring that their confrontations feel credible?

        	
Motivation Clarity: Are the actions of my antagonist driven by a clear purpose, or do they appear random?

        	
Conflict Alignment: Do the goals of my protagonist and antagonist directly oppose each other, creating an interesting clash, or are their objectives unrelated?

      

      By addressing these questions and sculpting characters with depth, individuality, and complexity, you can breathe life into your narrative, making it stand out from the crowd of predictable character stereotypes populating forgettable horror films.

      About Dialogue

      Dialogue in movies serves several purposes. It provides information, known as exposition, that the audience needs to know to follow the plot. It also helps us understand characters and their motivations through their interactions.

      Sharing Facts

      In filmmaking, a common mantra is “show, don’t tell.” This guiding principle emphasizes the importance of avoiding excessive exposition in dialogue to convey information. Why? Because overloading your script with exposition can lead to what’s known as “on-the-nose dialogue,” where characters spell out information explicitly. This can feel contrived, disrupt the natural flow of the story, and even come across as stilted. At the same time, over utilizing dialogue can be part of the writing process, at least initially.

      “Overwriting dialogue can help you figure out what you’re trying to say, what you want to do in that scene, and what the relationship is between the characters,” Ruth explains. “But when you start to refine, go back and look at literally every scene and ask yourself, what are the characters saying that I could replace with action or behavior instead? You will probably be able to remove half of what you’ve written. There’s usually something much more interesting going on beneath the surface of the dialogue. You want to make sure your writing is accessing that subtext and not just the text. Be a good listener. Get out in the world and listen to people, hear conversations and trust how much you can communicate in other ways.”

      The drawbacks of excessive exposition go beyond awkward dialogue. It can also harm the pacing of your narrative, slowing it down unnecessarily and potentially deflating the tension that should be building. What’s more, it can underestimate your audience’s ability to decipher and enjoy a story’s mysteries, depriving them of the satisfaction of piecing things together from subtle clues.

      To avoid these pitfalls, explore more inventive and organic methods for conveying information. Think about harnessing the power of visuals, using subtext to let unspoken elements speak volumes, and relying on character actions to illuminate key details.

      A Quiet Place (2018), directed by John Krasinski, is set in a post-apocalyptic world where deadly creatures hunt by sound and the rules of survival are communicated primarily through visuals. The opening scene transports us to a hauntingly deserted town, its streets overgrown and shops boarded up—a silent testament to a world forever changed. The family travels on sand paths to muffle their footsteps, a simple but effective visual cue. Moreover, the deaf daughter’s hearing aid becomes a central element, and its significance in detecting the creature’s weakness is cleverly conveyed through actions rather than words.

      A Quiet Place also uses visuals over dialogue to build tension and suspense. Because making noise can be fatal, much of the film unfolds with minimal dialogue. One particular moment stands out: the nail scene. In this sequence, the mother, played by Emily Blunt, is alone in the basement, and she steps on a nail. As she tries to stifle her screams of pain, the camera focuses on her facial expressions and body language, conveying her agony and the dire consequences of her situation. The entire scene is remarkably tense because of the lack of spoken words and emphasis on the visual aspects.

      
        
          [image: A Quiet Place Scene]
        

        Scene from A Quiet Place (2018) written by Bryan Woods, Scott Beck, and John Krasinski

      

      “Show, don’t tell” is not just a filmmaking adage—it’s a powerful technique that invites audiences to immerse themselves in your story, allowing them to discover and decipher its nuances, all while keeping them on the edge of their seats.

      Subtext offers a more nuanced and understated approach to conveying information, particularly when it provides deeper insights into character motivations or hints at forthcoming developments.

      “Subtext is often thinking in contradiction,” says Ruth. “A character says, ‘I love you’ and then they punch you. Their actions are telling us what they’re really feeling. Start with the character’s emotion and underlying intention to write the dialogue. What is their want in the scene? What is the thing that is driving them in that moment? The other character has an equally strong want, and they’re typically in opposition.”
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INT. FARMHOUSE - BASEMENT - LATE AFTERNOON 53
WE ARE LOW looking up the basement stairs as suddenly...
EVELYN appears in the narrow doorway and grabs hold of the
wall, still carrying the children’s mirror. She takes a
moment and then begins to descend the exposed stairs with the
same deliberate effort.

COMING TOWARDS CAMERA, EVELYN gets bigger and bigger in the
frame until her head disappears, then her belly.

Just as her foot comes down into close up we:

RACK FOCUS to... THE NAIL STANDING STRAIGHT UP!!!!

WE WATCH THE NAIL PIERCE INTO THE BOTTOM OF HER FOOT... and

THE SOUND CUTS OUT as we go:

CLOSE ON EVELYN as the shock and searing pain collides in her
brain behind her eyes. Then...

CLOSE ON THE MIRROR as it SILENTLY CRASHES DOWN THE STAIRS...
then rattles around in a circle before coming to a
standstill.

SOUND COMES RUSHING BACK IN

ON EVELYN as full blown fear washes over her. That sound was
most definitely HEARD. She looks down...

CLOSE ON EVELYN’s FOOT... as she SLIDES THE FOOT SLOWLY UP
THE NAIL... and POPS IT FREE. Blood immediately begins to
drip from the wound.

EVELYN rushes down the remaining stairs, wincing with every
other step.
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