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For Bill Raftery, 1944–2018 Best dad ever



AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book is based upon more than 130 interviews conducted between March 2017 and January 2019. At times I also rely on archival interviews, speeches, videos, and commentary tracks. If a subject speaks in the present tense, those comments came from my own reporting. If a subject speaks in the past tense, the quotes came from an archival source.

The movies covered in BEST. MOVIE. YEAR. EVER. were released between January 1 and December 31, 1999, with a few exceptions. Rushmore and The Thin Red Line enjoyed limited awards-qualifying runs in December 1998 before expanding wide in early 1999. The Virgin Suicides, meanwhile, debuted at the Cannes Film Festival in 1999 before being released theatrically in 2000.

Finally, while The Matrix was credited in 1999 to writer-directors Andy and Larry Wachowski, the filmmakers in later years transitioned to Lilly and Lana Wachowski, respectively, and are referred to as such throughout the book.



PROLOGUE


“LOSING ALL HOPE WAS FREEDOM.”

DECEMBER 31, 1999

It was New Year’s Eve, and on a private beach resort in Mexico, a handful of couples had gathered to celebrate the end of the century. Brad Pitt and his then girlfriend, Jennifer Aniston, were there. So were director David Fincher and his partner, the film producer Ceán Chaffin. For the last few months, they’d watched the world react with fury to Fight Club, Pitt and Fincher’s bruising new tale of chaos-loving alpha-maniacs. The movie was an assaultive big-budget takedown of late-nineties values with a catchphrase so recognizable—“The first rule of fight club is: You do not talk about fight club”—that Aniston had spoofed it while hosting Saturday Night Live that fall. But although people had talked about Fight Club, often angrily, few moviegoers had actually shown up to watch it. The film had barely earned back half its budget at the box office, making it among the biggest commercial failures of the two men’s careers. By the time the group arrived in Mexico, says Fight Club producer Chaffin, “we were still licking our wounds.”

Joining them on the getaway was Marc Gurvitz, a high-powered manager who worked with Aniston and who’d come to the island with his then fiancée. He remembers the early moments of their trip as being largely relaxed—so much so that he felt comfortable enough to prank his companions, putting fake snakes and scorpions in their beds. But Gurvitz was also a bit nervous about the decade coming to a close. Like millions of others, he’d heard the warnings: about how at midnight that night—just as the twenty-first century was grabbing a rave whistle and starting its hundred-year party—a global cataclysm would supposedly reboot civilization. Skylines would dim. Bank accounts would flatline. Things would break down. It was a save-the-date disaster with a strict deadline and a catchy name: Y2K, short for “Year 2000.” “Everyone was afraid that the world was going to end,” says Gurvitz. “It was pretty scary.” Even Fight Club had picked up on that premillennial tension, its final scene consisting of a series of credit card company headquarters crumbling to the ground—a chance for society to start anew. As Pitt later recalled, the mood in 1999 was one of uncertainty: “What was going to happen?” the actor asked. “People weren’t gonna go on trips, even, because they were afraid.”

Pitt and his fellow vacationers had nonetheless braved it to their island resort, where they’d be hours away from the nearest city. No matter what went down when the clock struck twelve, they’d largely be on their own. As the moment drew closer, Gurvitz and the others assembled for margaritas near the beach. Just as the new year was about to arrive, though, the group was thrown into darkness. “It was three . . . two . . . one . . . and then all the power in the entire place went out,” says Fincher. “There was nervous laughter, like, ‘Y2K, ha-ha-ha!’ ”

The group decided to relocate to a nearby bonfire. “All of a sudden,” remembers Gurvitz, “two jeeps in the distance come out of the dark with their lights flashing.” It was a team of local federales, many traveling in a large black vehicle with the word policía on it. “There were three nineteen-year-old kids with M16s in the back,” says Fincher. “They came over the hill, pulled in, and got out and went running into the main lobby.”

Eventually the hotel concierge emerged, saying there was a problem with the plane the group had chartered to the island, and that someone needed to come with the police. The task would fall on Gurvitz, who was confused—in the dark in every way. Before he knew it, Gurvitz’s hands were being pulled behind his Hawaiian-print shirt and placed in cuffs. The federales were speaking to him in Spanish, which Gurvitz couldn’t understand. But he realized they were taking him to jail. “Pitt walks up to the guys,” Gurvitz recalls, “and gets in their face: ‘Hey! You can’t come into a resort and take an American citizen!’ ” Unimpressed, the officials threw Pitt to the ground. “Brad’s saying, ‘This is outrageous! You’ll hear from my attorneys!’ ” says Fincher, who volunteered to go with Gurvitz.

As they pulled away from the beach, Gurvitz looked back at his party, unsure of what would happen next. “His fiancée’s freaking out, in tears,” Pitt said. “They’re driving off with him into the pitch blackness, and he’s surrounded by guys with [guns].”

Gurvitz watched as his friends grew smaller in the distance. Just as he’d feared, something had gone wrong. Something had broken down.

Oh my fucking God, he thought.

•  •  •

In the final months of the twentieth century, millions of Americans believed we were headed toward a reckoning—so much so, they spent what was left of the nineties gearing up for a meltdown. Some converted their homes into DIY fallout shelters, stocking them with canned chow mein, toilet paper, or three-hundred-gallon waterbeds (which they could pop open and drink from in the event of a drought). Others prepared by buying guns—lots of guns. Less than two weeks before the arrival of the new millennium, the FBI received 67,000 gun sale background check requests in a single day, setting a new record. Many of those applicants had no doubt become obsessed with the “millennium bug”—a data hiccup that would supposedly cause thousands of computers to simultaneously collapse, unable to recognize the changeover from 12/31/99 to 01/01/00.

The US government, along with several corporations, had spent an estimated $100 billion combined to upgrade their machines in time. In Silicon Valley, Y2K worries were so pitched that Apple head Steve Jobs commissioned a Super Bowl ad featuring HAL, the creepily sentient computer system from Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 sci-fi trip 2001: A Space Odyssey. The commercial finds HAL speaking from the future, where he apologizes for the chaos caused by the changeover. “When the new millennium arrived,” HAL says coldly, “we had no choice but to cause a global economic destruction.” (The only computers to avoid the meltdown, according to HAL, were made by Apple.)

The famously private Kubrick would later call Jobs, telling him how much he had enjoyed the spot. Yet some in the tech industry didn’t find the prospect of Y2K funny. There was a real fear that, no matter what we did to prepare, Prince’s famed pop prophecy was bound to come true: “Two-thousand-zero-zero/party over/oops/out of time.” “I’ve seen how fragile so many software systems are—how one bug can bring them down,” a longtime programmer told Wired. He’d retreated into the California desert and built a solar-powered, fenced-off New Year’s Eve hideaway (he also bought his very first gun, just in case). Others saw Y2K as a potential biblical event: in Jerry Falwell’s home video Y2K: A Christian’s Survival Guide to the Millennium Bug, available for just under $30 a pop, the smug televangelist—last seen warning his flock about the gay agenda of the Teletubbies—cautioned that Y2K could be “God’s instrument to shake this nation, to humble this nation” (he also advised loading up on ammo, just in case).

Whether they were freaked out by technology or theology, many of the end-timers shared a common tut-tutting anxiety: namely, that we’d advanced a bit too much during the twentieth century, sacrificing our humanity in favor of ease and desire. And now retribution was due, whether it took the form of an act of God or a downloadable rapture. As one mother of three sighed in the December 31, 1999, edition of the New York Times, “It just seems like the end is getting closer.”

If the collapse of civilization was upon us, the timing couldn’t have been worse. In 1999, the United States was in the midst of an unexpected comeback. The decade had begun with a recession, pivoted to a foreign war, and nearly culminated in a president’s removal from office. Now, across the country, people were indulging in a wave of contagious optimism. You could see that giddiness on Wall Street, where, throughout 1999, the Dow Jones, the NASDAQ, and the New York Stock Exchange had all experienced hypercharged highs. You could sense it on the radio, where the gloom raiders who’d soundtracked so much of the decade had been replaced by teen cutie pies and loca-living pop stars. You could even experience it via the digital dopamine rush of the internet, which was still in utero—and still populated by weirdos—but which had the potential to make everyone smarter or richer than they’d ever imagined. In just a few years, Jeff Bezos had transformed Amazon.com from an online bookseller to an all-encompassing twenty-four-hour shopping mall (Bezos’s awkwardly smiling face would be stuffed into a cardboard box for Time’s 1999 Person of the Year cover). And before the year was over, the recently launched movies-by-mail company Netflix would raise $30 million in funding, and introduce its first monthly DVD-rental plan.

But the surest way to feel that static-electric zap of possibility was to walk into a movie theater in 1999—the most unruly, influential, and unrepentantly pleasurable film year of all time.

It began with January’s Sundance Film Festival debut of The Blair Witch Project—a jumpy, star-free vomit comet—and ended with the December deluge of Magnolia, the movie-ist movie of the year, featuring a 188-minute running time, a plague of frogs, and the sight of megaceleb Tom Cruise crotch thrusting his way to catharsis. In between came a collision of visions, all of them thrillingly singular: The Matrix. The Sixth Sense. Election. Rushmore. Office Space. The Virgin Suicides. Boys Don’t Cry. Run Lola Run. The Insider. Three Kings. Being John Malkovich. Many of those films—along with Star Wars: Episode 1—The Phantom Menace, the most unpopular popular movie of the year, if not of all time—would break the laws of narrative, form, and even bullet-time–bending physics. In 1999, “The whole concept of ‘making a movie’ got turned on its head,” proclaimed writer Jeff Gordinier in a November cover story in Entertainment Weekly. “The year when all the old, boring rules about cinema started to crumble.”

Yet for all their audacity, the movies of 1999 were also sneakily personal, luring viewers with promises of high-end thrills or movie star grandeur—only to turn the focus back on the audience, forcing them to consider all sorts of questions about identity and destiny: Who am I? Who else could I be? The body-bending thrills of The Matrix; the white-collar uprisings of Fight Club and Office Space; the self-seeking voyages of Being John Malkovich and Boys Don’t Cry; the Xbox-on-ecstasy story line swaps of Go and Run Lola Run. Each was a glimpse of not just an alternate world but an alternate you—maybe even the real you. As exhilarating as it was to walk into a theater that year, it felt ever better to float on out, alive with a sense of potential, the end credits hinting at a new start. Maybe something amazing was awaiting us on the other side of 1999.

“It was a new century—the beginning of a new story,” says director M. Night Shyamalan, whose spiritual shocker The Sixth Sense would become 1999’s second-highest-grossing movie. “And it was a time for original voices. The people paying to make the movies—and the people going to the movies—all said, ‘We don’t need to know where we are going. We trust the filmmaker.’ ”

Studio executives have long lusted for the so-called four-quadrant movie—a film that appeals equally to men and women, young and old. But 1999 was a four-quadrant year: it had something for everyone. The domestic box office pulled in nearly $7.5 billion, and although some of that was fueled by franchise entries such as Toy Story 2 and Austin Powers: The Spy Who Shagged Me, many of the most successful films of 1999 were complete originals: The Matrix, The Sixth Sense, American Beauty, American Pie, Notting Hill, and The Blair Witch Project all made more than $100 million, even though none was based on a comic book series, a TV show, or a real-life witch (despite what some Blair viewers may have believed). “One thing I learned from my farmer friends is that, every twenty or thirty years, you get a good harvest,” says actor Luis Guzmán, who appeared in Magnolia and The Limey (and who spends a good amount of time in rural Vermont). “And that’s how I look at the movies from 1999.”

Film dictated the conversation that year—which is impressive when you consider just how satisfyingly overstuffed 1999 was. Top-forty pop had just been reignited by MTV’s Total Request Live and such crazy-sexy-cruel mainstays as Britney Spears, Christina Aguilera, Eminem, and Limp Bizkit’s Fred Durst. And the January arrival of the mob drama The Sopranos—the most must-see TV show in a year that was full of them, from The West Wing to Freaks and Geeks—heralded a small-screen overthrow that would only become more pronounced in the years to come.

But in 1999, the movies were still the higher power of popular culture. You had to see Fight Club—or American Beauty or Rushmore or Magnolia—if for no other reason than to see what everyone else was talking about.

•  •  •

There’d been other years like this, of course—ones in which film took an almost teleportative leap forward, reinventing and reviving itself in front of our very eyes. In 1939, the triple-headed tornado of The Wizard of Oz, Gone With the Wind, and Stagecoach reimagined what big-screen storytelling could look like. The year 1967 saw the generation-defining (and generation-dividing) debuts of Bonnie and Clyde and The Graduate, while a decade later came Star Wars, Annie Hall, and Eraserhead—a trio of films that are still being ripped off and riffed upon today. Even a relatively shallow season like 1985, which occurred smack in the middle of the escapist Reagan era, could find room for sneak-attack thrills such as Brazil, After Hours, and Desperately Seeking Susan. Pretty much every movie year is a good one, even if you have to do some searching to find the masterworks or minimovements.

But in 1999, sixty years after Dorothy dropped a house into Oz, a group of filmmakers started their own Technicolor riot, one that took place right on the fault line of two centuries, and drew power and inspiration from both. Many of the directors, writers, and executives from that year were de facto film scholars—some educated at NYU or USC, some by VHS—and their movies shared a reverence for what had come before. It wasn’t hard to connect The Matrix’s reality-revealing red pill to Oz’s yellow brick road; or the fax-and-mouse games of The Insider to the hush-hush muckraking of All the President’s Men; or the adrift suburban teens of The Virgin Suicides to the ones in Sixteen Candles.

“We may be through with the past, but the past ain’t through with us,” is the oft spoken mantra of Magnolia, and the past was everywhere you looked in 1999—as if all of those previous cinematic epochs had been compressed, burned onto a zip drive, and passed around from one filmmaker to the next. The movies that loomed largest over 1999 were the ones produced between 1967 and 1979—a period that saw an unparalleled, and today unthinkable, combination of high-IQ thrillers, confrontational comedies, and existentially troubled dramas. For many late-nineties directors, the so-called Easy Riders, Raging Bulls filmmakers—named after Peter Biskind’s myth-making 1998 book—were the big screen’s own greatest generation, executing wild ideas with big-studio backing. “They were movies that dealt with the texture of real life,” says director Alison Maclean, whose 1999 druggie travelogue Jesus’ Son was influenced by such rough-and-tumble seventies pictures as The Long Goodbye and The Panic in Needle Park. “There’s a soulfulness to those films, and a sense of spiritual crisis—of something being broken.”

Decades later, that unvarnished, unfulfilled sense of purpose-driven ennui crept back into movie theaters. Sometimes the links between the movies of 1999 and the films of the Nixon/Carter years were atmospheric: the Gulf War–set Three Kings echoed such combative black comedies as M*A*S*H and Catch-22, while the doomed heartland romance in Boys Don’t Cry recalled the one in Badlands. Other times, the filmmakers had consciously sought to forge connections with the past. Pedro Almodóvar’s Oscar-winning All About My Mother—a vibrant heartbreaker about love and theater—was inspired by John Cassavetes’s 1977 drama Opening Night. Before shooting Magnolia, writer-director Paul Thomas Anderson held cast and crew screenings of the 1976 tragicomedy Network for inspiration. And no movie seduced quite as many filmmakers as 1967’s The Graduate, the quintessential tale of rudderless youth that informed everything from Fight Club to Rushmore to American Pie.

But that reverence toward film’s history was matched by a desire to fuck around with its future. Everything was up for grabs in 1999—visually, narratively, thematically. The old “It’s like movie X meets movie Y” descriptors simply didn’t compute anymore. “I remember looking at that lineup in ’99 and thinking, ‘Name me any year between 1967 and 1975 that had more really original young filmmakers tapping into the zeitgeist,’ ” says Fight Club’s Edward Norton. “I would stack that year up against any other.” Adds Sam Mendes, whose suburban nightmare debut, American Beauty, earned Academy Awards for Best Director and Best Picture: “It’s astonishing how many different genres were being redefined. Is The Sixth Sense a horror movie, a thriller, or a ghost story? What is Fight Club? What is Being John Malkovich? Even American Beauty—is it a coming-of-age tale or a fantasy? Something was definitely shifting.”

It wasn’t just genres that were evolving in 1999. Storytelling itself was in the middle of a mutation. Aided by quick-moving digital editing machines and cheap video cameras, filmmakers ripped up and remixed the century-old rules of cinema, screwing with time, perspective, and expectations. Movies such as the madcap Go or Steven Soderbergh’s crisp neo-noir The Limey treated traditional story beats like Tetris blocks, stacking them atop or snugging them around one another—or letting them fall, just to see what form they might take. And The Matrix and The Phantom Menace used immersive digital effects to render entire artificial worlds, which could then be altered with a computer; it was almost as if the filmmakers could actually reach right into the frame and reorder their onscreen universe.

Audience members—who’d spent the nineties retraining their brains to absorb everything from reality TV to Resident Evil to pixel-dusted webcam videos—were willing to play along, even if they didn’t always know what they were getting into. “The entire narrative structure of movies exploded,” notes Lisa Schwarzbaum, an Entertainment Weekly film critic from 1991 to 2013. “You could tell stories in pieces, or backward. You could be lost at the beginning, or you could repeat things, or you could have people flying around the Matrix.”

At times the movies of 1999 felt like part of some mass insurrection, one overseen by three overlapping generations of idiosyncratic filmmakers. “These are very eclectic, interesting directors, who have all stood the test of ‘Do you have anything really to say?’ ” notes Fincher, who refers to his peers as “precocious, inspired lunatics.” “Speed was one of the biggest movies that had ever been made at that time—but was [director] Jan de Bont a voice? No. These directors we’re talking about all have something that stains what they do.”

Some of the Class of ’99—including Eyes Wide Shut’s Stanley Kubrick and The Thin Red Line’s Terrence Malick—were returning to moviemaking for the first time in decades. Others, such as Michael Mann (The Insider), had been revered as sly, stylish troublemakers since at least the eighties. Then there were the upstarts who’d begun their careers in the world of lower-budget indies: Wes Anderson (Rushmore), the Wachowskis (The Matrix), and Alexander Payne (Election), among several others. In 1999, they’d all be joined by such nü-brat debutantes as Sofia Coppola, Spike Jonze, and Kimberly Peirce. “We were de facto not the establishment,” Peirce says of her contemporaries. “A bunch of us were reacting to the bigger and more actiony movies of the nineties, saying, ‘That’s not how I think—but I have this story that I really love, one that’s smaller and weirder.’ ”

Nearly all the filmmakers of 1999 opted to tell stories that were similarly personal (even if they weren’t always quite so small-scale). And they often subverted the expectations of their own fans. Few would have guessed, for example, that Magnolia’s Paul Thomas Anderson would follow his sweaty porn-biz odyssey Boogie Nights with a sober drama about cancer and interconnectivity. Nor would anyone have predicted that David Lynch—who’d spent the decade making such provocations as Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me—would close out the nineties with a film like The Straight Story, a G-rated, Disney-released tale of an elderly man traveling cross-country on a tractor to visit his ailing brother. If the writers and directors of 1999 shared one unspoken trait, it was the ambition to make something no one had seen before. “Young and older generations came together in this exploratory way,” says Run Lola Run writer-director Tom Tykwer. “There was this beautiful competition between experimental filmmaking and the so-called established filmmaking. But they were also giving each other fire and enthusiasm.”

And they were doing so in a year in which some people were penciling the apocalypse on their calendar, just in case. “There was so much going on about Y2K, and so much talk about computers going haywire, that it even reached down to the people who thought it was total malarkey,” says The Straight Story cowriter and editor Mary Sweeney. “It was the end of a very dramatic decade.”

While the nineties would later be revised by some as a sort of pre-9/11 paradise, the period had in fact been marked by social and political tumult: the beating of Rodney King, the battle over Anita Hill, and terrorist attacks like the bombing in Oklahoma City. By the time 1999 arrived, it felt like anything could happen. “People forget how much anxiety there was,” says Norton. “It was the anxiety of Gen-X entering adulthood, and it had real collateral. It’s expressed in Magnolia, it’s expressed in Fight Club, and it’s expressed in Being John Malkovich: that anxiety about being asked to enter a world that seemed a little bit uninviting.”

But it’s Norton’s Fight Club character—an unnamed solace seeker who dramatically reboots his own life—who discovers the hidden promise of this new era of uncertainty: “Losing all hope was freedom,” he says, and many of the filmmakers and performers from the 1999 movies could relate. Thrown together at the end of the century, and at the height of their industry’s pop-culture powers, they’d been liberated from constraints of budget and technology—and sometimes even the wishes of their bosses—to make whatever movie they wanted, however they wanted. “Maybe it was the rush of everyone thinking about the end of the world,” says Rick Famuyiwa, the writer-director of the 1999 comedy-drama The Wood. “We felt we had to get our voices heard before we all disappeared.”

•  •  •

And so, as the clocks drew closer to midnight on New Year’s Eve and the Y2K buzzkillers waited it out from their homemade bunkers, the rest of the world prepared to party into a new age. At the White House, President Bill Clinton and First Lady Hillary Clinton hosted a massive gala, as well as a musical concert emceed by Will Smith, he of the recent kinda hit “Will 2K” (“What’s gonna happen/Don’t nobody know/We’ll see when the clock hits twelve-oh-oh”). In Manhattan, nearly a million ball watchers showed up in Times Square—the home of MTV’s studios, where No Doubt’s Gwen Stefani would play R.E.M.’s hyperwordy “It’s the End of the World as We Know It (And I Feel Fine),” aided by a grip holding up cue cards.

Meanwhile, at smaller get-togethers across the country, revelers stuck close to friends and family, waiting to make sure the millennium went off without a hitch. Brendan Fraser, star of 1999’s summer hit The Mummy, was in his newly finished home in rainy Los Angeles, watching Tonight Show host Jay Leno fend off the downpour on live television, “looking like a wet cat who was really annoyed,” Fraser says. Shyamalan—no stranger to surprise endings—sat in his Pennsylvania home, keeping an eye on his newborn daughter. Sofia Coppola and her husband, Being John Malkovich director Spike Jonze, gathered for a decadent get-together at her parents’ estate in Napa Valley, California. “If it was the end of the world,” she says, “we were going to do it in style.” And The Matrix’s Joe Pantoliano was at a neighbor’s house in suburban Connecticut, hanging in the laundry room with actor Chazz Palminteri. Pantoliano had stockpiled some valuables for the millennium, just in case. “I’d bought $10,000 worth of silver coins and hid them above the refrigerator,” he says. “If there was any validity to Y2K, I thought I could buy milk and gas and tools.”

Not all of the celebrants that night were quite as concerned about the centennial changeover. Fraser remembers that by December 31, end-times hoopla had gotten so out of hand it was hard to take it seriously: “There’ll be giraffes on fire charging down the street! ATM machines are going to spit cash everywhere!” he jokingly remembers of the warnings.

Yet with an uncertain new decade now closer than ever, it was hard to put such concerns completely out of mind. That night in Los Angeles, Reese Witherspoon, the twenty-three-year-old star of Election and Cruel Intentions, was at a party in Los Angeles, just months after giving birth to her first child. At one point during the festivities, her Cruel Intentions costar (and then husband) Ryan Phillippe took a photo of Witherspoon posing underneath a giant Y2K sign, her hands covering her head. “We were all terrified,” she says.

Meanwhile in Mexico, Marc Gurvitz was heading down a long, darkened road. Fincher, riding with him, noticed the lights had suddenly gone back on at the resort, and asked the gun-toting officials to allow Gurvitz to return to make a phone call. Reluctantly, the driver agreed.

Soon the vehicle was pulling up at the beach—which is where Pitt and the rest of the revelers were waiting. “They’ve all got jeroboams of champagne, and Brad’s wearing this ridiculous gold-sequinned little party hat,” remembers Fincher. The whole thing had been a setup: the power outage, the arrest, even Pitt’s tussling with the federales (“Daniel Day-Lewis would have been awed,” Fincher says of the actor’s performance). After being subjected to Gurvitz’s own practical jokes for days, Fincher and Pitt—the space-monkeys behind Fight Club—had decided to take their revenge, coordinating the stunt with the help of the locals. “It was as harsh as it could be and not be cruel,” says Fincher, still chuckling at the ruse decades later. “Listen, if we could have had gunfire with blanks, we’d have done it, but it was a last-minute thing.” Even Gurvitz eventually laughed, “after I cleaned up my pants,” he says. “It was like Fincher choreographed a movie. That’s how sick these fucking guys are.”

As midnight arrived across the world, millions felt the same way as Gurvitz: They’d been pranked. The meltdown of Y2K never arrived. Computers kept humming; planes remained airborne; bank accounts survived. “Just a whimper, not a bang,” says Fraser.

Y2K was its own kind of phantom menace. We’d spent so much time wondering what the twenty-first century might look like, most of us failed to notice that it had already shown up. And if you wanted to see it, all you had to do was go to the movies.
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“I’M SCARED TO CLOSE MY EYES. I’M SCARED TO OPEN THEM.”

THE BLAIR WITCH PROJECT

In the late nineties, when reporters asked Robert Redford about the crazed ascent of his long-running Sundance Film Festival, the actor-director-producer’s response was part boast, part warning: “It’s gotten to be a monster.”

Over the course of the decade, Redford’s tucked-away moviegoing retreat had been transformed into a high-altitude hunting ground. Thanks in part to Sundance discoveries such as Hoop Dreams and Reservoir Dogs, the upscale mountain town of Park City, Utah, was overrun each January with hit-snuffling studios, all looking to bag bragging rights for the next big thing. Leading them was Miramax, the New York City indie powerhouse cofounded by Harvey and Bob Weinstein. Decades later, the brothers and their empire would be undone after numerous accusations of sexual abuse and rape were lodged against Harvey Weinstein, driving him out of Hollywood. But in the nineties, the Miramax founders were everywhere—a pair of Queens-born goons with decent taste and halitotic personalities. Miramax had incited the modern indie film riot back in 1989, when it purchased writer-director Steven Soderbergh’s debut, sex, lies, and videotape, for $1 million, not long after the film’s Sundance premiere. It was a daring price to pay for a conversational, quietly creeping drama about sweat-flecked yuppies who voice their lustiest confessions on camera.

Yet sex became a surprise box-office hit, and several new small-scale studios were launched in its wake, hoping to capture some of sex’s independently spirited audience. For the next several years, executives would scour Sundance’s screening rooms, where they’d divine such future art house sensations as Crumb and Welcome to the Dollhouse. They’d also eyeball younger filmmakers, some of whom would be plucked from Sundance and given a chance to direct a (slightly) bigger-budgeted feature for one of the newly emerging mini-major studios, like Fox Searchlight and Sony Pictures Classics. “We called them ‘Indiewood,’ ” says Sarah Price, coproducer of the 1999 documentary American Movie, about a defiantly DIY horror director trying to complete his opus. “You could make one or two features independently, go to Sundance, and then get offered an Indiewood feature—everybody was going down that track.”

But as the decade went on, the nineties indie film surge began to turn into a slog. In Park City, thin oxygen levels and unreliable buzz whisperers prompted buyers to overspend on underperforming titles such as 1996’s The Spitfire Grill, a mawkish rural drama that was scooped up for a ludicrous $10 million. The movie would play in theaters for little more than a month—just one of countless big-deal Sundance films to evaporate upon reaching normal altitude. There were too many enh-inducing movies being produced and purchased for too much money, and not enough moviegoers to watch them all. “With so many art films out there, they’re killing each other,” Harvey Weinstein said at the time. “The goose that once laid the golden eggs is slitting its own throat.”

Miramax, though, had laid many of those eggs itself. In 1993, the studio that had once been a conferrer of downtown indie cool was bought by Disney in a deal estimated at between $60 million and $80 million. The extra capital and clout allowed Miramax to inject nervy hits such as Sling Blade and most notably Pulp Fiction into the mainstream. Pulp Fiction represented the Miramax apex: released in the fall of 1994, Quentin Tarantino’s chatty crime caper made more than $100 million and earned seven Academy Award nominations. Yet the triumph of films such as Pulp Fiction—as well as later Miramax hits such as Trainspotting and Velvet Goldmine—tended to obscure some of the snoozy dramas and slack Gen-X romances that clotted the studio’s roster. By decade’s end, the company was slipping into a semirespectable middle age, investing in pricey Oscar winners such as The English Patient and Shakespeare in Love, while casually throwing millions at Sundance films they’d sometimes barely bother to release.

As Miramax chased awards and higher box-office rewards, so, too, did its competitors. For the American indie movement, Pulp Fiction was a mushroom cloud–laying motherfucker: after its success, studios wanted their smaller-budgeted movies to have outsized impacts. “Earlier in the decade, exhibitors understood we needed word of mouth, and we could nurture a film along through many, many weekends,” says Allison Anders, the writer-director of such acclaimed nineties indies as Gas Food Lodging. “Once Pulp Fiction happened, forget it. Everybody wanted that big opening weekend, and they wanted all the stars.”

Indie distributors also wanted prestige, which often came in the form of polite dramedies (The Brothers McMullen), heartbreaking tales of triumph (Shine), or cheery comedies (The Full Monty). They were the kinds of films that could play for months in upscale markets, hopefully gaining awards traction along the way. The popular definition of “independent movie” was changing. Instead of the cheap acts of insurrection that had spurred the movement in the early nineties, such as Clerks and El Mariachi, many of the new indies were glossy, classy, and thoroughly nana-pleasing. By the time Sundance 1999 rolled around, there was a well-worn playbook for turning a low-budget movie into a middlebrow success, one that Miramax had helped create: find a slightly outsidery tale of uplift with a famous face or two; hype up its festival cred and underdog charm; roll it out delicately across the country.

Then a bunch of kids went and got lost in the woods, and the rules changed all over again.

•  •  •

One night in the fall of 1991, horror fans Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sánchez found themselves at a theater on the campus of University of Central Florida, taking in a screening of Freddy’s Dead: The Final Nightmare. The film pitted the once terrifying Freddy Krueger against the likes of Roseanne Barr and Tom Arnold. “We were film students, and it was a free movie—we would never turn that down,” says Sánchez. Afterward, the two men held a post-screening postmortem on the state of the horror genre. “We were like, ‘What the hell happened to scary movies?’ ” Sánchez remembers. “The Exorcist, Jaws, The Shining, The Changeling—these movies had all creeped us out as kids.” Sánchez and Myrick went on to discuss the pseudodocumentaries and TV shows they’d seen growing up, such as The Legend of Boggy Creek, a 1972 film that purported to document a Bigfoot-like creature in rural Arkansas, and the Leonard Nimoy–hosted series In Search of . . ., which chronicled such phenomena as UFOs and ESP. What if, they wondered, they used the fake documentary format of Boggy Creek to make a movie as legitimately frightening as Jaws? “We were reacting to a lot of the CGI’d fare that was coming out at the time,” Myrick says, “and we wanted to make something authentic.”

Myrick and Sánchez soon came up with a legend of their own, about a group of documentarians who’d ventured into the woods, looking for some mythic evil—only to become lost forever, their fates captured in the rolls of film they left behind. It was an idea that was still on their minds years later, after both men had graduated. One night, in Orlando, Myrick mentioned the lost-in-the-woods legend while out for drinks with fellow UCF alum Gregg Hale. “The hackle on the back of my neck went up,” Hale remembers. “I said, ‘I want to produce this.’ And I’d never produced anything in my life, except for stuff in film school.”

Working with Sánchez, the team developed a brief teaser, which they hoped would lure investors. Leaning heavily on the docu-investigation style of In Search of . . ., their video used black-and-white photographs, nineteenth-century drawings, and starchy narration to tell the story of an ancient horror in the woods of Maryland, dubbed the Blair Witch, who was rumored to be responsible for countless deaths. The nearly ten-minute-long video was an expertly concocted con—proof of how well the filmmakers had studied the teasing narratives and mock gravitas of modern nonfiction storytelling. Now they just needed enough money to turn their short into a feature film. Surely someone would be interested in funding them. After all, it was the nineties. Everybody wanted to be in the indie business.

By then, the UCF team—which included Myrick, Sánchez, Hale, and fellow alumni Robin Cowie and Michael Monello—had rechristened themselves Haxan Films, after an early-twenties faux documentary about witchcraft. Beginning in the fall of 1996, they set out to meet with potential investors, with the aim of raising $350,000, which Haxan figured would be enough to pay for a crew, catering, and other comforts. Hale assembled rooms of dentists and doctors, hoping to convince them to chip in $50,000 apiece. “We’d get ten people in a room, and present the tape as if it was real,” says Hale. “They’d all be freaking out, and we’d say ‘Got you! It’s a fake.’ ” The response was one of the first signs that their found-footage ruse worked. But, as Hale soon learned, no one wanted to hand over tens of thousands of dollars for what appeared to be, at best, a startlingly effective prank.

Not long afterward, the filmmakers learned that John Pierson was heading to Orlando. Pierson, then in his early forties, was a well-known indie movie connector and connoisseur who’d helped nurture the careers of Spike Lee and Kevin Smith, among other upstart filmmakers. “John had a crazy-ass record of being cool to indie filmmakers,” says Sánchez. “And he always knew how to back up talent.” Pierson was coming to town to cover a local festival for an episode of Split Screen, an indie-culture TV series he was hosting and producing for the recently launched Independent Film Channel. Myrick helped out with filming and, as the shoot was winding down, handed Pierson a copy of their teaser. Pierson had screened nearly 550 full-length features in 1995 alone; watching the Haxan team’s ten-minute short would be easy. Afterward, he called up Myrick and asked if the Blair Witch story was real. It was an encouraging sign for the filmmakers, especially as Pierson hailed from Maryland. “I shouldn’t have been fooled by it,” he says. “But that shows how much I suspended my disbelief.”

Pierson offered the team $5,000 to air the footage on Split Screen and another $5,000 to shoot a follow-up segment. Combined with money that the members had scrapped together themselves, Haxan now had about $22,000 to put into their movie. At a time when some more polished, studio-backed indies were being made for seven figures, the Blair Witch budget was a throwback to the self-funded indies of the early nineties, when filmmakers like Richard Linklater (Slacker) and Robert Rodriguez (El Mariachi) maxed out credit cards and borrowed whatever they could to get their movie made.

Haxan’s limited finances wouldn’t allow for caterers or big crews. But it would give the filmmakers the chance to incorporate a new narrative element they were folding into their tiny horror tale. It had been inspired by Hale’s four-year stint in the army, during which time he’d enrolled in a survival program called SERE (short for Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape). “It was terrifying,” Hale says. “They dump you in the woods for four or five days and chase you, so you don’t get any sleep. Then everybody was captured and taken to a fake POW camp.” Hale figured the Haxan team could adopt that approach to create “a narrative obstacle course in the woods,” he says. “We’d run the actors through it, and by the end, when they reach the house, they’d be all fucked up. And they could use all of that in their acting.”

It was an ingenious and potentially dangerous way to make their movie. And it raised a new challenge for the filmmakers: Where do you find a bunch of young actors crazy and desperate enough to throw themselves into the woods for a week-long experiment?

The answer was obvious: go to New York City.

•  •  •

Every Wednesday night right before midnight, Heather Donahue would rush down to her local newsstand, waiting for the latest issues of the theater tabloid Back Stage to go on sale. “As soon as that thing was unwrapped, I was on it,” says Donahue, who’d scour the audition listings and open-call notices from around the city. In 1997, the actor spotted a particularly strange ad for a film. The part required a knack for improvisation and an ability to work under difficult conditions. “Everybody around me said, ‘This sounds horrible,’ ” recalls Donahue. “I was like, ‘Sign me up.’ ”

Donahue, who hailed from outside Philadelphia, didn’t have many screen credits to her name; her biggest role had been a TV commercial for Psychic Friends Network. But the twenty-four-year-old had spent the past few years in New York City, studying improv and working in experimental theater. Such skills made her especially qualified for the strange audition, which featured a sign-in sheet with a warning:

You are about to read for the most demanding and unpleasant project of your career. If you are cast, we are going to drag you into the woods for seven days of hell. 168 hours of real-time improvisational torment. We’re not kidding. If you’re not serious about your craft, then you’re wasting your time and ours.

It was Donahue’s first glimpse of just how intense The Blair Witch Project would become. Before being ushered into a room with the two directors, Donahue was given a synopsis of the character she’d be trying out for: a headstrong documentarian who leads a team of filmmakers into the woods. Myrick and Sánchez began the audition without so much as a greeting. “I walked in, and they said something like ‘We’re the parole board. You threw your kid in a Dumpster. Why should we let you out?’ ” remembers Donahue. “I looked them in the eye and said, ‘I don’t think you should let me out.’ Then I just shut up. I thought the ability to make a bold, unlikable choice was the only way the movie was going to work. And if I had one skill, it was not giving a shit about being unlikable.”

Donahue would spend months auditioning for the film, part of a casting process that, thanks to the team’s slow-moving fund-raising efforts, would take more than a year to complete. During that time, Sánchez would occasionally hear from Joshua Leonard, a self-described “hippie-rocker kid” and videographer who’d missed the first round of auditions but was eager for a chance to play Blair Witch’s cameraman. At the time, Leonard says, “I didn’t have a laser focus about being an actor. I was twenty-one, stoned, and living in New York.” But at least Leonard knew his way around a camera—a crucial job requirement.

The Blair Witch directors began sorting prospective actors into groups of three to see how well they played off one another. Eventually, Donahue and Leonard were teamed with Michael C. Williams, twenty-four, who’d recently relocated from upstate New York, where he’d studied theater and practiced improvisation. He’d just picked up copies of his résumé and some head shots when he spotted the Back Stage notice for Blair Witch. “It had two things I loved: improvisation and camping,” says the actor, who, like his castmates, underwent several callbacks before finally being hired to play the Blair Witch crew’s soundman.

Now that the Blair Witch participants were finally in place, the movie’s on-camera stars would maintain their offscreen names: Heather, Joshua, and Michael would become “Heather,” “Josh,” and “Mike.” All three actors had been recruited in large part for their improv skills, but they weren’t going into the woods without a plan. The Haxan team had come up with a thirty-five-page director’s outline—“a script without dialogue, full of situations,” says Sánchez—that would serve as a bible during the shoot, which would last a little more than a week. Plot details would be relayed to the cast in the form of brief notes, which the actors would pick up throughout filming. “Sometimes they’d be very specific, like ‘Tell Josh this,’ ” says Sánchez, “and sometimes they were just ‘You’re in a bad mood,’ ” or ‘Holy shit, what have you gotten yourself into?’ ”

It was a question the Blair Witch cast and crew members would be asking themselves soon enough. In October 1997, the Haxan team and its stars assembled for production in Maryland, where Sánchez had a townhouse that doubled as a production base. “The area was riddled with folklore,” says Myrick. “There’s a lot in the soil and a lot of history you can draw from. And the woods are very barren and spooky and still.”

Using Hale’s survival school training, the filmmakers had set up their “narrative obstacle course,” which would test the cast members’ endurance without killing anyone (hopefully). The actors were equipped with a GPS device that would lead them to white crates with orange flags sticking out. That’s where Donahue, Leonard, and Williams could drop off their recordings and pick up story notes for the rest of the day. The campers were also given code words—such as “bulldozer” or “taco”—to use if they needed to break the scene and get assistance from the filmmakers, who were often right nearby, wearing camouflage and communicating with each other via walkie-talkies. “We’ll take care of you as a person,” Hale told them before shooting. “You take care of yourself as a character.”

The Blair Witch trio had been given a mix of new and old technology to play with, including a 16mm film camera, a DAT machine, and a $500 Sony Hi8 camcorder (the last bit of gear would be returned to Circuit City as soon as shooting completed). They were also handed just enough cash to buy food for their trip—though some of it wound up being spent on booze. On the night before they headed into the forest, “Heather,” “Josh,” and “Mike” checked into a motel and, with the cameras rolling, got wasted in the name of vérité. “Nothing sexual happened, but there probably was some singer-songwriter performances, and maybe some spoken-word poetry,” says Leonard. “Thank God that never made it into the film.” Also cut from the motel shoot: several moments in which Heather and Josh antagonize each other. The project’s off- and onscreen realities were already starting to overlap, just as team Haxan had hoped. “The job was finding the conflicts between characters,” Leonard says. “And Heather and I were at each other’s throat for a good part of the shoot.”

For the most part, though, the Blair Witch team—and the actors who play them—appear to be in good spirits in the early moments of their trip, their personalities taking shape quickly: Heather, the enthusiastic, determined director on duty; Josh, the calm, pragmatic cameraman; Mike, the slightly dubious, slightly cranky chain-smoking sound guy. On October 23, the three of them marched into Seneca Creek State Park, carrying their gear, some food, and their soon-to-be-waterlogged wardrobes. Because the trio’s “disappearance” was supposed to have occurred in 1994, the actors’ clothing epitomized that era’s shapeless, GAP-grunge look, a combination of flannel shirts, ever-so-slightly-baggy blue jeans, and forehead-swallowing beanies (it helped that Leonard had the long hair and semiglazed demeanor of an early-nineties video store clerk). Anybody spotting the trio would have guessed they were a bunch of bored graduate students ditching class for the week.

Once the actors were in the woods, it didn’t take long for the producers’ “real-time improvisational torment” to begin. At night, the Haxan team might shake the actors’ tents; or use boom boxes to blast the sound of creepily chattering children; or hang up mysterious, crosslike “stick men” on the tree branches nearby. Some of their efforts almost backfired: a few nights in, the filmmakers dressed up one of their friends in long white stockings, and covered his head in white pantyhose, to give him a ghostlike appearance. He fell off a log and into the water before the scene could begin. When he was finally ready to go again, a camera fell to the ground, breaking open. It would take hours to fix. “It was late at night, we were tired, and we were freezing,” says Sánchez. “That’s when I thought, ‘Why are we even doing this? This fucking thing is never going to work.’ ”

The cast members had their own hesitations. On one especially rainy day, they arrived at their location and found that the Haxan team hadn’t yet completely set up their camp. Early on in the Blair Witch process, the actors had been warned not to break continuity: “The filmmakers told us, ‘If you ever come out of the woods, it’s over,’ ” says Williams. But they were soaking wet, with blisters on their feet and with no way to get dry. “The three of us were trained actors,” says Donahue, “and at a certain point, it was like, ‘This is ridiculous. You guys don’t have to put us through all this.’ ” It was time to yell “Bulldozer!” and pack it in for the day. The trio walked to a nearby house, knocked on the door, and were treated to hot cocoa while they waited for the filmmakers to arrive and put them up in a hotel for the night.

The actors went back into the woods the next day, but the psychological and physical duress of the Blair Witch shoot had begun to infect the characters’ relationships. The more Heather got the team lost in the woods, the more irritated Mike and Josh became. And with the cast members feeling frazzled and combative, the narrative of The Blair Witch Project began to take some unexpected turns. At one point, an irked Mike kicks the team’s map into the creek—a decision Williams made on the spot, and the kind of improvisatory move the filmmakers were hoping for. Mike’s cackling revelation that he’s tossed the team’s exit plan confirms what the audience already knows: these kids are doomed.

Sure enough, it’s not long before Josh disappears, his teammates finding blood-covered tatters of his flannel shirt in the woods. Leonard’s trip to the woods for The Blair Witch Project was over, though he didn’t mind: He had tickets to see a Jane’s Addiction concert in New York City, and wanted to get out of town as soon as possible.

Soon after Josh’s exit, Heather filmed what would become the movie’s emotional climax. The unnerving power of The Blair Witch Project doesn’t come from the rattling tents, nor from the creepy cries from the forest. It’s the pre- and postterror downtime, during which we see the young campers in various stages of boredom or playfulness: Mike making fun of his chest hair; the team shopping for marshmallows before heading into the woods. Those real-life details give Blair Witch its credibility—and make the trio’s fate seem all the more terrifying. But the film’s most crushing moment comes when Heather records a sniffling, wide-eyed, two-minute monologue directly to the camera. By now she knows she’s going to die in the woods, and she apologizes to everyone’s parents, including her own. Then, as the snot quivers under her nose, she finally admits defeat: “I’m scared to close my eyes. I’m scared to open them.” It’s an agonizing scene—equal parts confession, explanation, and self-eulogy.

For the last days of filming, members of the Haxan team relocated to a dilapidated nineteenth-century house that had been covered with kid-sized, fake bloody handprints. At night, a few of the filmmakers hid in the house to help orchestrate the story’s finale: After running through the house in search of Josh, a screaming Heather comes upon Mike, who’s standing frozen in the corner, facing the wall. “It was supposed to be a surprise for her,” says Sánchez. “But the first time we did it, the light on her camera ran out of power, so that whole scene had to be reshot the following day.” In the movie’s final moments, Heather’s equipment crashes to the ground. Cut to black.

The Blair Witch Project was over, at least for now. On October 31, filming wrapped, and the remaining cast members headed home. They were exhausted. They were hungry. And they were ready to go inside.

•  •  •

In April 1998, Split Screen aired the second segment of the Haxan team’s work in progress, which now included the footage of Donahue, Leonard, and Williams in the woods. Pierson, the show’s host, once again presented the footage as earnestly as possible, urging curiosity seekers to go to the web to find out more. Thanks to reruns, Split Screen’s official site had become jammed with witch hunters, and Pierson would eventually convince Haxan to set up its own site, blairwitch.com. Most late-nineties movie websites were unabashedly promotional, populated with movie clips or press photos. The Blair Witch site was more elaborate, with grainy crime scene photos, hazy eyewitness testimonies, and strange claims about ancient evils. “That’s where the mythology started being fleshed out,” says Sánchez, who built the site.

Blairwitch.com had been launched right near the end of a conspiracy-crazed decade. A generation raised on Watergate, the Warren Commission, and whispered late-night urban legends had seen their once fringe fears go mainstream. You didn’t have to dig too deep to find tales of cover-ups and unexplained phenomena—they were everywhere you looked, from Oliver Stone movies to radio shows such as Coast to Coast AM to Fox’s hit series The X-Files. And the more truth that was out there, the more people believed there were bigger truths being obscured. When the unregulated, unwieldy internet finally arrived in the early nineties, it was the ideal vehicle for spinning rumors and speculation. Within months of the launch of the Blair Witch site, its message boards were populated by amateur sleuths who wanted to know if the legend was real—or who wanted to help maintain the ruse. It was only a matter of time before their efforts drifted from the web to the real world.

On Halloween 1998, one such fan called The Mark & Brian Show, a popular morning-drive radio program in Los Angeles, asking if they’d ever heard of the Blair Witch story. A lengthy on-air conversation ensued, leading other Blair Witch enthusiasts to call their local DJs. At one point there was so much incoming traffic to their site that it temporarily crashed. Before the year was over, an official Blair Witch email newsletter, organized by Sánchez, would grow to nearly 10,000 subscribers. Did those people really believe in the Blair Witch? Or were they doing this for fun, as part of a delicious, decentralized put-on? All the Haxan team knew was that they had people on the hook for their film—and they hadn’t even released a trailer yet. “For a group of filmmakers who have an unfinished movie and are now trying to get into Sundance, this is all a bull’s-eye for us,” says Haxan cofounder Michael Monello.

It’s impossible to know how much this preemptive excitement impacted the movie’s Sundance chances. But in November 1998, the Haxan team got word that their low-budget experiment had been accepted to the festival. After an impromptu party in their Orlando office—“We spent the night banging on bongos, smoking it up, and drinking beer,” says Myrick—the Haxan members set out to raise more money, so they could fine-tune the film’s technical aspects for Sundance and pay for other festival-related costs. By selling individual shares in the movie, the Haxan team earned enough to cover everything from posters to airfare. The total Blair costs so far, according to Hale: around $150,000.

The team also hired a publicist, Jeremy Walker, who’d seen The Blair Witch Project at a New York screening in the fall of 1998. “As I watched the movie, I thought, ‘They might actually pull this off,’ ” he says. “And by the end, I was totally convinced. And scared.” (The Haxan team had recorded the screening in order to gauge the audience’s fright levels.) Leading up to Sundance, Walker says, “the big-picture plan was actually a little-picture plan. We wanted to maintain as much mystery as possible.” No prefestival screenings were held for the press, and instead of giving magazine editors a selection of publicity stills to choose from, Walker released just one shot, featuring Heather’s partially illuminated face. “It was all purposely underplayed,” he says.

As the movie’s debut had crept closer, though, so did a shared sense of doubt: How was a visually akimbo horror movie going to play to a Sundance crowd that, in recent years, had championed feel-good dramas and noble documentaries? At one point, the filmmakers even considered pulling Blair Witch from Sundance altogether and instead taking a bigger slot at a smaller festival. In the weeks before the film’s Park City debut, expectations were kept to a minimum. “I was excited,” recalls Williams, “but the directors said to me, ‘We’re in this midnight movie section, so don’t get too crazy.’ ”

•  •  •

From a distance, it didn’t look like a line—it looked more like a swarm. As midnight approached on Saturday, January 23, 1999, hundreds of movie fans were squeezed into the alleyway alongside Park City’s Egyptian Theatre, hoping that somebody would let them into the sold-out premiere of The Blair Witch Project. The temperature was dropping below thirty degrees, and everyone was dressed for the winter chill, some wearing black ski caps emblazoned with the film’s cryptic stick man symbol. They’d been standing there for hours now—the final moments in what had a been, for some, a months-long obsession with the scattered online clues about Blair Witch. All of that intel had only made the film’s followers more curious—and more confused. Was Blair Witch a snuff film? A gonzo student project gone awry? The hopefuls who’d huddled together in the theater’s overflow line wouldn’t be getting any answers tonight. There wasn’t a spare ticket to be had.

As the Haxan filmmakers walked into the theater—which had hosted such Sundance breakthroughs as Reservoir Dogs and sex, lies, and videotape—they were told that it was so stuffed with potential buyers that they’d likely have to give up some of their own seats. “We had to do a little bit of negotiating to get our friends and family in,” remembers Myrick. “We weren’t anticipating that kind of enthusiasm.” Before the lights dimmed, he and Sánchez headed to the bathroom to get a breather before the screening began. “We were looking at each other in the mirror going ‘This is it, dude,’ ” Myrick says. “Who knows how many other filmmakers have had that conversation in that room? It was such a Hollywood moment.”

Shortly after midnight, the film finally unspooled, opening with its stark, silent onscreen introduction:

In October of 1994, three student filmmakers disappeared in the woods near Burkittsville, Maryland while shooting a documentary.

A year later their footage was found.

For the next eighty-one minutes, the crowd watched as Donahue, Leonard, and Williams traveled deeper into the woods of rural Maryland, their bickering and shivering depicted in half-color, half-black-and-white footage that would occasionally go out of focus. Though Blair Witch paid homage to the pop-horror hits of the seventies—as in Jaws, many of the movie’s terrors were teased, rather than seen—it also incorporated the crazy rhythms and ADD-addled storytelling of modern nonfiction television. Shows such as COPS and The Real World had popularized a new narrative form in the nineties, one that did away with hand-holding exposition and careful framing; instead, the camera zipped and zoomed, almost as if it was self-guided, to focus on whatever image was the most urgent. By the time the whipsawing Blair Witch arrived, Myrick and Sánchez could jam together as much data as possible—and move as quickly as possible—without worrying if the audience could keep up. “This was the first time digital editing was really in the hands of people with no money,” says Haxan’s Robin Cowie.

At first, the reaction among the Sundance crowd was worrisome, with a handful of audience members walking out—including some well-connected studio buyers. “I thought, ‘Oh, this is a bummer,’ ” Donahue remembers. “ ‘We’re probably not going to be able to sell it.’ ” But the rest of the moviegoers stayed put, clearly uncomfortable. “It was a weird reaction,” says Sánchez. “Sometimes they’d laugh, but mostly they were quiet.” As he’d later find out, that was the way many viewers would engage with The Blair Witch Project: not as passive spectators but as nervous bystanders, their dread spreading like a contagion as they watched the film’s cast become terrorized—and picked off—by unseen forces.

At 2:00 a.m., after a mostly polite Q&A session, the audience emptied into the sidewalk, and Myrick and Sánchez relocated to a small party at a nearby apartment. The crowd’s hushed response and the sporadic walkouts had made for a hard-to-read response. “At the time,” says Hale, “the way it went down at Sundance was that somebody jumped you in the lobby and shook your hand, and you made the deal right there. When that didn’t happen, we were kind of like, ‘What the hell?’ ” After years of working on Blair Witch, nearly everyone at Haxan was having money problems—as was the company itself. Just before the filmmakers had flown to Utah, the phone in their Orlando office had been shut off. “We had it all on the line,” says Cowie, whose wife had given birth to their first child before Sundance began. “We had pooled our resources together, and I had spent pretty much all of my savings. But we believed in the movie.” Their hope was that Blair Witch would land a small home video or cable TV deal, to help earn back some of their investment. “We were all in a precarious financial situation,” Sánchez says. “If Blair Witch didn’t sell, I’d have to declare bankruptcy.”

To some in the Egyptian Theatre that night, Blair Witch was a prolonged headache—a “piece of shit,” in the words of October Films cofounder Bingham Ray. But the movie’s glitchy weirdness made it all the more appealing to Artisan Entertainment, a home video company that was now looking to move into the low-budget movie business. In 1998, Artisan—led by its CEO, Amir Malin—ventured to Park City and plucked its first major discovery: Darren Aronofsky’s $60,000 black-and-white math mystery Pi, about a justifiably paranoid numbers whiz who tries to game the stock market and winds up being pursued by both religious zealots and Wall Street true believers (imagine your eleventh-grade calculus textbook if it had been written by Rod Serling). Wiry and brain-boggling, Pi had no chance of winning over mainstream audiences. So the company had turned it into an avant-garde event. “People felt we should change the name,” says Artisan marketing head John Hegeman. “But Batman & Robin had just come out, so I thought, ‘Screw that: If Batman could have the bat logo, the Pi sign will be our logo.’ And we had a great website, which let us learn the power of the internet and how to make a movie feel like counterprogramming.” Pi earned more than $3 million in theaters—three times what Artisan had paid for it—and proved that Sundance was still a place where an occasional out-of-nowhere oddity could become a minor sensation. But it was a film whose success seemed impossible to replicate: a cheap little mystery with no stars, only an intriguing hook. What were the odds Artisan would ever find a movie like that again?

Hegeman had come to Sundance that year to find out. So had the studio’s president, Bill Block. Both were at the Egyptian for the Blair Witch premiere. “We noticed three young women in front of us squirming in their seats, reacting to the movie in a way that you could just feel,” Hegeman says. After the screening had ended, the two men were standing outside the theater, discussing The Blair Witch Project’s prospects, when they noticed a group of frightened-looking older women huddled together near the alley.

“Is everything okay?” one of the Artisan staffers asked.

“Our car is parked on the other side, and we’re afraid,” a woman replied. “We just saw the most terrifying movie we’ve ever seen.”

Afterward, Hegeman remembers, “we called the producers and said, ‘We want to make a deal.’ ”

At around 3:00 a.m., the members of Haxan were summoned to a nearby condo to negotiate with Artisan. In the hours after the screening, they’d gotten word that there were a few interested studios, including Miramax. Later in the week, the Weinsteins’ company would get into another one of its high-profile, high-blood-pressure bidding wars, spending a reported $10 million to acquire Happy, Texas, a comedy about two jailbreakers who pose as gay lovers in a small southern town (it would end up grossing less than $2 million). But Miramax didn’t pursue Blair Witch as aggressively as Artisan did—in fact, no studio did. “There wasn’t much competition,” says Malin, the CEO of Artisan. “This wasn’t Shine or one of those coveted Sundance stories.” The final price for The Blair Witch Project: $1.1 million, which the team agreed upon in the predawn hours.

Soon afterward, Blair Witch costar Michael C. Williams and his fiancée landed in Park City, having missed the movie’s premiere. Famished, they stopped to eat at a ski lodge, where Williams repeatedly tried to get in touch with his Blair Witch colleagues. No one was picking up the phone. “I’m kind of in a bad mood, like, ‘We’re just sitting here. What the hell do they expect us to do?’ ” Williams then overheard another diner reading from a report about the movie’s million-dollar deal. “I grabbed the paper out of this guy’s hands,” says Williams, “and I said, ‘Sorry, man—but I’m in that movie!’ And he said, ‘Good for you.’ ” A few minutes later, a stranger wearing sunglasses approached Williams and informed him that he had to leave immediately—he was needed at a photo shoot for Premiere magazine. Says Williams, “I looked at my fiancée, and I was like, ‘Off we go.’ ”

It was one of the final quiet moments of what would be a disorienting year—not just for Williams, but for everyone involved with The Blair Witch Project. Within a few months, Blair Witch would be a countrywide phenomenon; Myrick and Sánchez would be magazine cover stars; and its three promising young cast members would be declared dead.
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“AFTER THE GAME IS BEFORE THE GAME.”

FOLLOWING

GO

RUN LOLA RUN

In the days after its late-night Sundance premiere, The Blair Witch Project continued to claim victims throughout Park City. Owen Gleiberman, then an Entertainment Weekly film critic, caught a sold-out screening in which the entire audience sat in terror (“It felt like we were united in fear,” he says). Moviegoers went into Blair Witch unaware it was a work of fiction and were often shocked when the cast members suddenly materialized afterward for a postcredits Q&A. “When the actors came onstage, I didn’t know what was going on, or if somebody had come back from the dead,” says actor Taye Diggs, who caught an early Blair Witch screening. “That movie scared the shit out of me. It took a minute for me to get that it wasn’t real.”

At one point during the days-long fuss over Blair Witch, film critic Glenn Kenny, who was covering the festival for Premiere magazine, hopped aboard one of Park City’s shuttle buses for a late-night ride. During the trip, he struck up a conversation with a young filmmaker sporting a gray overcoat, looking “down in the mouth,” Kenny says. “He’d brought a film to Park City, and he was disappointed that the only movie anybody was talking about was Blair Witch.”

A few years after that bus ride, Christopher Nolan would be steering such big-budget studio films like Batman Begins and Insomnia. But in 1999, he was a twenty-eight-year-old writer-director who’d traveled to Park City to screen Following, his time-splintering, seventy-minute debut feature. “I think Glenn’s probably exaggerating a tiny bit,” Nolan says. “No, you know what? He’s probably right. We shot Following on black-and-white sixteen millimeter. So when you’re sitting there with somebody telling you about somebody else’s film on black-and-white sixteen millimeter—and they’ve done something far more radical in that respect—that would probably have made us a little down in the mouth.”

Following wasn’t competing at Sundance that winter. Instead, Nolan and producer Emma Thomas—who was also on the bus that night—had landed the movie a slot at Slamdance, the neighboring film festival that had launched in Park City in 1995, right in the middle of the decade’s indie frenzy. By the time Nolan showed up with Following, the two events were drawing mobs of filmmakers, many of whom took to the streets in the hopes of luring passersby to their screenings. “It was insane,” Nolan says. “We’d be putting up homemade posters for our film, and there’d be somebody walking behind us, covering our poster with their poster. It wasn’t competitive, because there was a good spirit about it—a sense of excitement about movies.”

Nolan had been caught up in that same movie mania for years. As a child, he had divided his time between Evanston, Illinois, and the United Kingdom—his mother was American, his father English—and first started making movies when he was a kid, directing stop-motion films using an 8mm camera that belonged to his father, an advertising executive. As he got older, he become transfixed by such ethereal head trippers as Blade Runner and Pink Floyd—The Wall, as well as golden-age noirs such as Out of the Past, a 1947 film in which Robert Mitchum played an ex–private investigator who’s pulled into the orbit of a shadowy crook.

In the early nineties, after graduating from college in London, Nolan found himself awed by the exploding American indie film movement, thanks to recent imports such as El Mariachi, Clerks, and, in particular, Tarantino’s heist-gone-wrong caper Reservoir Dogs. “It was a colossal film in England—it played for over a year,” Nolan says. “But no one in England was making films like that. My thinking was ‘Well, why not? If they can do that in America, why not do it here?’ ”

Nolan’s own feature-film career began a few years later, while he was living in London’s West End. One day, he returned to his apartment and found that the plywood door had been kicked in. Someone had forced his way inside, grabbed some valuables, and carried it all away in one of Nolan’s own bags. “I remember realizing the door wasn’t what was keeping people out,” Nolan says. “It was this social pact that we have—this respecting of people’s property and of people’s boundaries.” Those boundaries—and the way people choose to either observe or subvert them—had been on Nolan’s mind even before the robbery. Walking through London’s crowded streets, he’d observed that pedestrians never kept pace with one another; it would be too weird, a violation of unwritten social norms. “I started noticing there were all these protocols that we live by in a city, in order to preserve our individuality,” he says.

He merged all of those ideas into Following. It starred Jeremy Theobald as the Young Man, a nervous, unemployed wannabe writer who follows pedestrians around London, under the self-deluding ruse of gathering material for his work. Eventually, one of his subjects—an enviably stylish smooth talker who calls himself Cobb (Alex Haw)—confronts the Young Man, goading him to break into a nearby flat. As he becomes more adept at thieving, the Young Man unwittingly becomes part of a grander, far more violent scheme.

Working with a self-funded budget of just $6,000, Nolan shot Following over the course of several weekends. Each scene was rehearsed thoroughly beforehand, to preserve film stock and time, and production often took place around friends’ homes in London or on the streets—all without a permit and with just a small group of helpers in tow. “There was a great sense of adventure about all of us getting in a London taxi,” says Nolan, “because we could fit all of the equipment, all of the cast, and all of the crew in one cab.”

Following fused together many of Nolan’s early cinematic loves: it’s a pulpy, underworld-skimming thriller reminiscent of Out of the Past, with a dreamlike alienness that could only have been created by someone who’d studied Stanley Kubrick and Ridley Scott. But just when you think you know where Following is headed, the movie cuts from the future to the past—and then back again. Soon enough, it becomes clear that Following is unfolding not as a straight-ahead tale of crooked behavior but as a slowly untangling nonlinear tale that leaves its viewers as twisted as its protaganist.

Nolan credits Tarantino’s story-splitting crime anthology Pulp Fiction with giving filmmakers a permission slip to futz around with story structure. But he also points to the at-home technologies that changed the way viewers absorbed movies—and the way they controlled them. For decades, movies would leave theaters and head to television, a medium that demanded linear storytelling. “Back then, if the doorbell rang because the pizza guy was there, you had to get up, pay, get a plate, and sit back down—and then pick up the movie without having missed anything too vital,” says Nolan. “Then VHS comes along, and you can hit pause. Immediately, you’ve got a profound shift in the potential of story structure and density of storytelling. You can put more and more detail in the frame.”

As DVDs were introduced in the late nineties, it became even easier to move around within a film—or to skip parts altogether. All of that, Nolan says, “had an impact on how filmmakers looked at narrative and at the potential of narrative. We wanted to make it more nonlinear.” By the end of the decade, a split-apart story such as Following made sense to moviegoers, even if they needed an extra viewing to put all the pieces together.

It would be a while before audience members would get their first look at Nolan’s debut. Following had been submitted to Sundance, only to be rejected. But the movie soon found its way not only to Slamdance, but also a handful of other festivals, garnering attention from critics and producers. And though Following never earned a wide release, its reception put Nolan “in that tricky moment that a lot of young filmmakers have,” he says. “They’ve done a film that people think is cool and has some value, and people say, ‘Well, what do you want to do next?’ ”

At the time Following was developing a following, Nolan was working on an even more defiantly time-tampering murder mystery, this time about a tattoo-covered, memory-deficient loner trying to solve the murder of his wife. “The script had a similarly unconventional approach to structure,” says Nolan. “And because people had seen Following, they knew I could make it coherent for the audience.” In 2001, Nolan would return to Park City with his newly finished follow-up, Memento. This time he’d landed the film into Sundance, where it became a hit—the movie everyone on the bus was talking about. He finally had his Sundance success story; it just hadn’t unfolded in quite the order anyone would have expected.

•  •  •

The idea that time could be bossed around—that a movie could jump forward or backward, making up its own rules along the way—played out in several films unspooling in Park City that year. One of them was Go, a keyed-up, perspective-shuffling tale of Los Angeles twentysomethings who get thrown into various drug- and gun-related capers. Go was capricious and untamed, much like its director, Doug Liman. He was easy to spot at Sundance that year: all you had to do was look for the naked guy on the slopes.

During the festival, the thirty-three-year-old Liman had decided to celebrate Go’s premiere with a party at a private mountain condo. To the semisurprise of his guests, he and a pair of college friends had stripped nude, strapped on some skis, and begun cruising down the side of the hill. It didn’t take long for the trio to be spotted by a nearby family. “I guess they called the police,” Liman remembers. “ ’Cause they were waiting at the bottom of the mountain when we got there.” Liman and his pals hid in some trees near a chairlift before finally sneaking back up to the condo in the freezing cold. If any filmmaker was going to take his Sundance success to extremes, it was Liman—a “mad scientist,” according to Go costar Taye Diggs. “I’d gone to a performing arts high school, so I grew up with cats who were quirky. But Doug was on a wavelength that was kind of beyond us mere mortals.”
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