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For my dad, who took me to see Clue when I was nine,

and who instilled in me unceasing curiosity.)
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In March 2020, everything came to a screeching halt. Restaurants closed, Broadway shuttered, and movie theaters went dark. Eventually, in fits and starts over the next several months, the world adjusted to the new normal brought on by COVID-19. As we acclimated to peaks and valleys of case counts and began to learn the Greek alphabet through new variants, some venues began to tentatively reopen. But with blockbuster film franchises like Wonder Woman and James Bond postponed, movie theaters were left without much to show. And so they turned to the classics—at least the modern classics. They were cheaper to screen at a time when theaters were running at 25 percent capacity and patrons were required to wear masks and sit at least six feet apart.

Reading the list of the top-grossing films only compounded the surrealism of the pandemic. It was like looking through a time portal: Jurassic Park, The Empire Strikes Back, E.T., and Raiders of the Lost Ark topped the box office. George Lucas and Steven Spielberg, wunderkinds of the seventies and eighties, reigned again. Several chains, aware that even the most avid moviegoer might be uncomfortable sitting in a dark room with strangers, began renting out theaters. For fifty dollars on up—around the cost of four people going to a new release just six months earlier—anyone could have a whole theater to themselves. My family rented one at a local Cinemark and basked in Back to the Future. It was glorious good fun, and we joked that this was the only way to see movies: no latecomers blocking your view, no whisperers, no texters—just you and the movie. For a couple of hours, we felt normal again.

A few months after that, my wife booked a theater for my birthday so that we could watch Christopher Nolan’s Tenet. This hooked me even further on the novelty of renting a theater, so I began to keep an eye out for other movies I’d like to see. For several weeks, nothing jumped out at me. Where were the old-school classics? Where was Casablanca, The Maltese Falcon, or Citizen Kane? Where was Vertigo? Where was Chinatown? Instead the options were a mixture of popular nineties movies and less exciting fare that shall remain nameless. But one day, as I scrolled absentmindedly through the latest list of available films, a movie jumped out that made me gasp with excitement. It wasn’t a blockbuster. It wasn’t an Oscar darling. It wasn’t even adapted from a beloved novel; it was based on, of all things, a board game. It was a strange comedy from 1985 that landed to middling-at-best reviews, only to grow into the very epitome of a cult classic. And so it was that my family strolled into a theater to watch Clue.

By then, I’d seen it dozens of times. People often exaggerate how many times they’ve seen a movie. Die-hard fans insist they've seen Star Wars or The Lord of the Rings or Ghostbusters or Pulp Fiction or The Avengers “hundreds of times!” A hundred times is, to say the least, a lot. If you stop to really think through and count how many times you’ve seen a movie, you’re likely to realize that even your favorites fall well short of the century mark. But if there was one movie I’d seen close to one hundred times, it was Clue. Admittedly, we’d have to define “seen” a little loosely. Often I’d throw on Clue for background noise, glancing up in the middle of some project to chuckle at a line I’d heard dozens of times before. Or, as happens when you fall in love with a movie, I’d laugh at the mere anticipation of a moment I knew was coming up. 

I never tired of it. The dialogue was always funny, the action always welcome. At one rough time in my life, too worn out and too depressed to even climb into bed, I watched Clue, or at least parts of Clue, nearly every night for two months as I fell fitfully asleep on my couch. I’d thumb through my DVDs trying to think of what to throw on, but I kept coming back to Clue. It was familiar and comforting, and there was little I needed more than comfort. So I’d lie down, throw a blanket on, let my feet dangle off the edge of the couch, and hit play. The movie would pick up where I’d left off the night before, and I’d inevitably smile, usually my first smile of the day.

Pop culture affects us deeply, but we’re often expected to pretend otherwise. Most of us, at one time or another, probably had a parent or a teacher or another well-meaning authority figure tell us, “It’s only a movie!” But whether we admit it or not, the music we listen to and the movies we watch can transform us. We all have intense memories wrapped up in a song we heard with friends, a TV show we saw with family, a concert we went to on a date, a movie we fell in love with when we were young. I fell in love with Clue, and I’m still in love with it today, even as friends opine that I, as a supposedly sophisticated cinephile, should know better than to like this goofy little movie.

Millions of other people fell in love with it too. Clue is hardly the first film to go from flop to beloved icon. The Princess Bride, while not the bust Clue was, wasn’t a box office smash. The Big Lebowski, This Is Spinal Tap, and Dazed and Confused also landed with indifference. Word of mouth and home video turned them into movies so well-known that the word “cult” seems inaccurate after a while. Is a movie a cult phenomenon if half of the population can quote it or at least recognize the dialogue? It may not quite be time to erase “cult” from Clue’s designation as a classic, but plenty of people who have never seen it know what someone is talking about when, in a fit of frustration, they sputter, “Flames—flames, on the side of my face!”

As I sat watching Clue in the movie theater for the first time in thirty-five years, I noticed things I hadn’t spotted before. The set design jumped out at me. The costumes were suddenly more visible. The soundtrack was loud, and I heard lines I realized I had missed before. My mind started to race. Was that a portrait of US President William McKinley in the study—the one that swings open to reveal the secret passage to the freezer in the kitchen? (Read on for the answer.) Like many fans of the film, I had perused the Internet Movie Database’s list of trivia for Clue, some entries sounding more plausible than others. (No, Lee Ving was not cast because his name sounds like “leaving,” an actual trivia contention as of this writing.) I could also count myself among those die-hard fans who had read Adam Vary’s wonderful oral history of the film, first published at Buzzfeed in 2013. But I had questions that articles or internet fan sites had never answered. Thus began my hunt for, ahem, clues (there will be more puns), so that I could write the story of this flop turned pop culture icon.

New details came fast, some from the daily trades like the Hollywood Reporter and Variety. Others came from archives I never dreamed would have Clue material, such as the Tom Stoppard papers at the University of Texas at Austin. Other details came in a trickle. But a picture began to emerge of how this movie came about. I know who did it, and furthermore, I’m going to tell you how it was all done. Follow me.




John Hatch

with the laptop

in the parlor
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“I have a deadly serious commitment to farce.”

-Jonathan Lynn1




And fans have a deadly serious commitment to Clue. I’ve spent countless hours pondering why that is—after all, I am one of those fans. What else could inspire someone to write a book about a movie that came out decades ago and grossed just over $13 million, not quite enough to earn back its production and marketing budget let alone break even once receipts were split with exhibitors. Other films that year are arguably more memorable, especially to Gen-Xers growing up in the eighties: Back to the Future and The Goonies, to name a couple. But it was Clue that famously flopped both critically and commercially only to become a cult classic thanks to a second life on cable television and home video. Even today, fans keep coming back to it.

There are all sorts of reasons why people fall in love with images on celluloid, twenty-four of them a second flickering through a projector and beaming onto a screen. In Clue’s case, it’s nostalgia. Most fans discovered it as preteens and teenagers, and they remember it with fondness today. The movie appeals especially to kids, much to the amusement of writer and director Jonathan Lynn, who points out the abundance of sexual overtones in the film. But he also quickly explains that kids don’t get those jokes. It’s only when they grow up that the more adult themes of McCarthyism, blackmail, homophobia, sex workers, and government corruption pique their interest. The slapstick and farce hook them at a young age; the rapid-fire jokes, clever one-liners, and bigger issues keep them engaged as they get older.

I certainly didn’t catch all those grown-up topics when I was nine years old, living in Salt Lake City, Utah, and watching Clue in a theater the weekend it premiered. The double entendres and sexual asides sailed over my naive little head. I was well into my twenties or thirties before Mrs. White’s retort to Colonel Mustard’s question “How many husbands have you had, anyway?” fully sank in: “Mine or other women’s?”

Clue manages to operate on two levels: one for kids, another for when those kids become adults. Early in the film, as the characters gather around the ornate dinner table adorned with luxurious china, still suspicious of one another and unsure why they are there, Mrs. Peacock asks Mrs. White, “So what does your husband do?” Before she can finish the question, White blurts out “Nothing!” Realizing her defensiveness, she clarifies that he “just lies around on his back all day.” It’s then that Miss Scarlet admits, “Sounds like hard work to me.” But it’s only later, as all the characters’ guilty secrets are revealed in the study, that we learn Miss Scarlet oversees others working on their backs, as a madam of a Washington, DC, brothel. Another joke that took me a good two decades to get.

None of these lines that fans can recite by heart were foreordained. In the twenty-first century, movies are adapted from comic books, theme park rides, video games, even phone apps and emojis. There are reboots of reboots of reboots. Over a twenty-year period, Spider-Man has appeared in at least thirteen films. But when producer Debra Hill obtained the rights to Clue in 1980, the idea of a movie based on a board game seemed . . . weird. A few news notices had an air of “What will those clowns in Hollywood think of next?” The static nature of the game raised eyebrows. The board never changes. The characters are colors with no backstory. Playwright Tom Stoppard, stymied in his own attempt to write the script, called them “stock characters” for a “stock situation.”

Except Hill knew exactly what she was doing. Clue was going to be a London play before it was a movie. A play, performed night in and night out, made perfect sense. Agatha Christie’s The Mousetrap, the longest continually running play in history, had only one set—the main room of a British boarding house. And that play had the same ending every night. Hill planned to follow the board game and change whodunit each night. Turning the board game into a stage play and then developing it as a movie was genius.

Hill’s plans for the play fell through, so she focused on getting the movie made. The story of the development of Clue from this point on has been told several times, most memorably in a 2013 Buzzfeed article by Adam Vary. Hill hired John Landis to direct and brought on PolyGram’s Jon Peters and Peter Guber to help produce. But the film wallowed in development hell as writer after writer backed out when all of the conditions placed upon the script by both Hill and Parker Brothers, the owner of the board game, seemed impossible to navigate. Not only was the movie supposed to have multiple endings, but Parker Brothers also wanted no profanity, and all the suspects, weapons, and rooms in the game had to appear in the final film. Playwright Warren Manzi finished two different screenplays, neither of which bears much resemblance to Lynn’s movie. Stoppard labored for six weeks before telling Landis it wasn’t going to happen.

Finally, Guber met with someone he thought might be able to crack the code. A popular British writer and stage director named Jonathan Lynn was the creator of the hit BBC series Yes Minister. The show lampooned British politics and won high praise for its smart writing and clever wordplay. Lynn believed that most writers underestimated the intelligence of the average audience, and after the success of Yes Minister, it was hard to disagree with him. Guber and Lynn sat down to breakfast, and before Lynn could tuck in, Guber was insisting Clue was perfect for him. Lynn met with the other producers, including Landis, who offered a very energetic pitch.

Lynn did what several other writers couldn’t: he came up with a workable screenplay that included multiple endings and a sensical plot. What’s more, he did it in a matter of months. He worked off of Landis’s basic plot outline, and Landis is credited with part of the story, but the screenplay is Lynn’s. By the time he was finished, the producers had another surprise for Lynn: Landis was busy directing Spies Like Us, so they wanted Lynn to direct Clue as well. Lynn had directed theater for years, though he had never helmed a Hollywood feature, and the idea was more than a little intimidating. But he agreed, and Clue was finally on its way to becoming a real movie, after five years. Lynn and his cast, including a couple of last-minute replacements, assembled with the crew on Stages 17 and 18 at Paramount Pictures for principal photography, which began on May 20, 1985.

It’s here, after the writing and development, where much of the story of Clue vanishes in retrospectives. Most histories include a handful of anecdotes from the cast and some details about the oft-rumored deleted fourth ending, but they say little about the actual casting and production of the movie. There’s good reason for that: most cast and crew members don’t really remember much. They all seem delighted that Clue was passionately embraced by so many fans after its theatrical disappointment, but all of them moved on to do different and, at least at the time, more memorable work.

And it was work—sometimes hard work. A theme that emerged over and over as I researched and wrote this book was the chasm between fandom and the people who make movies. It’s especially stark for Clue. Since the film flopped on release, there was no celebratory moment for the cast and crew. There were no victory laps on late-night talk shows, let alone box office bonanzas or industry recognition at awards shows. Perhaps if there had been, perhaps if Clue had been a major hit, the experience might have imprinted itself more deeply on the memories of the cast and Lynn.

Lynn was one who went on to other projects, back in his native England. For me, as a fan of Clue, to interview Lynn, even just over email, was to feel a bit self-conscious. I am bursting with questions about the most minute details, but Lynn, always polite and generous, answers even some of the broadest queries with the reminder that all of this took place decades ago, and he can’t really remember. To fans who obsess over every detail of movies they love, the response might be disappointing, even disingenuous. How can a director who worked on a film so transformative in their lives not remember the experience? But Lynn isn’t dodging questions. Clue was, for him, a work for hire. It was not a passion project he had labored on for years. After principal photography, he had to edit Clue while commuting between Los Angeles and London as he worked on the follow-up to Yes Minister, titled Yes, Prime Minister. He was juggling a lot. When Lynn says he can’t remember the fourth ending, fans wonder how that’s possible. But until recently, he didn’t even have a copy of the script with the fourth ending. He remains, he told me, “astonished” that so many people know the movie by heart and love it so much. 

 Kellye Nakahara, who played the cook, spoke on the M\A*S*H Matters* podcast in 2019 with her M\A*S*H* costar Jeff Maxwell about the inevitable gap between fans and stars. The people who work on a show or a movie can’t, she believed, “have the same emotional connection” to that movie or show that the fans do.2 Clue was a job for these people, and at times a very tedious one. There were fifty-nine days of principal photography, and the movie, with all three endings, runs for just over ninety-three minutes (without the end credits). That averages out to a little more than a minute and a half of final footage per shooting day. Eight or ten or twelve hours (or more) of work to get around ninety seconds of usable footage. The story of the cast and crew shooting pool in the billiard room points to a mundane reality: there’s an awful lot of waiting around on a film set.

Fandom is a strange thing. We are obsessed with the money surrounding movies—how much they cost, how much they make, which box office records they break—and entertainment headlines routinely blare how many millions a big movie star was paid or how much a film went over budget. But we’re also often in denial that money is at the heart of it all. These movies and TV shows can come to mean a lot to us. Was it really all just to satisfy shareholders and get a producer a new Ferrari? Clue, like the countless movies that came before and have come after, was made with the hope that it would turn a tidy profit for its makers and for Paramount Pictures. The board game, as an existing property, was referenced often in marketing materials, all to entice people who played the game to flock to theaters. When they didn’t, it almost ended its director’s Hollywood career. The movie business is a business, and it’s a tough one. While Clue had a remarkably smooth production, I try to balance the realities of filmmaking against the love fans have for the movie.

Knowing that those fans can quote the movie by heart influenced how I wanted to tell the story. Most production histories follow a film’s shooting schedule, jumping around the movie’s timeline based on location and actor availability. But I decided early on to walk fans through Clue as it unfolded, annotating everything from set design to lighting, from script evolution to deleted scenes. I also did not want to jump right into every detail at the beginning. Clue is different from most films in that it takes place almost entirely in one location, with almost everyone in the cast introduced in the first five minutes. Even though we glimpse the kitchen shortly after Wadsworth arrives at the mansion, I wait until all of the characters are in there to talk about some of the details in that room. In other words, hang in there—I’ll get to everything. That’s especially true for the endings. While I nod to who did what, when, and how throughout the book, I hold off until Chapter 8 to examine the four solutions in detail, occasionally jumping back in the film to look at how each was produced.

For those readers who haven’t seen Clue for a while, here’s a recap. Spoilers follow, so now is your chance to put the book down and watch the movie again.

Six guests have received a strange letter summoning them to dinner at a mansion in New England in 1954. The letter assigns each an alias, the only name they are to use for the night: Colonel Mustard, Professor Plum, Mr. Green, Mrs. Peacock, Miss Scarlet, and Mrs. White. Upon reaching the mansion, each encounters a butler (Wadsworth), a maid (Yvette), and a cook (Mrs. Ho).

Dinner is served. They eat mostly in uncomfortable silence, unsure why they are there and growing impatient at the lack of answers. Finally, another guest arrives: the menacing Mr. Boddy. It is only after dinner, as the guests gather in the study, that Wadsworth finally explains: the six guests are being blackmailed by Boddy. Wadsworth, who was himself a victim of Boddy’s blackmail when he worked for him, has decided to put a stop to it. But Boddy has other plans. He hands the guests six gifts, all weapons: a dagger, a lead pipe, a rope, a wrench, a candlestick, and a revolver. After the guests unwrap the weapons, Boddy explains that unless one of them kills Wadsworth, their secrets will be exposed, humiliating them and placing them in legal jeopardy.

Mr. Boddy shuts off the lights in the study to give someone a chance to kill Wadsworth anonymously, but the blackmailer has miscalculated badly. Instead, when the lights come back on, it’s Boddy who lies on the floor, “apparently dead,” in the words of the butler. But he is only the first victim. Soon, the guests find the cook murdered in the kitchen. They’re baffled, wondering why anyone would kill a harmless cook. Just as Wadsworth, Yvette, and the six guests/suspects debate what their next steps should be, the doorbell rings. A man known only as the Motorist stands in the rain, explaining that his car has broken down and he needs to use the phone.

Wadsworth shows the Motorist to the lounge, but locks him inside the room. The rest of the group decides to split up into pairs to search the house for the killer. But within minutes, the Motorist is murdered, interrupting the search and causing panic among the guests before a police officer arrives unexpectedly. He has found the Motorist’s abandoned car down the road and wants to know what is going on, especially given how suspicious everyone is acting.

Wadsworth shows the Cop to the library and, just as he did with the Motorist in the lounge, locks him inside. The group splits up again, determined to finish their search and learn if the murderer is hiding or one of them is the guilty party. But just after they separate, someone shuts off the power to the mansion. Three more murders happen in quick succession: Yvette is strangled with the rope, the Cop is bashed over the head with the lead pipe, and a Singing Telegram Girl who arrived just seconds earlier is shot at the front door before she can deliver her message.

Wadsworth turns the power back on, and the six guests slowly emerge from different rooms in the house. They discover the bodies, no longer shocked but now resigned to what has happened. There have been six murders: Mr. Boddy, the Cook, the Motorist, the Cop, Yvette, and the Singing Telegram Girl. Wadsworth stuns the guests when he announces he knows who did it and he’s going to show them how it was done.

He says that he has to walk them “through the events of the evening step-by-step.” He begins reenacting what happened, much to the guests’ bewilderment. He tells them that the six murder victims weren’t there by chance, but were invited because they were Mr. Boddy’s informers, the sources of his blackmail intel, and each of them knew one of the suspects. The Cook had worked for Mrs. Peacock; the Motorist was Colonel Mustard’s driver in World War II; Yvette had worked for Miss Scarlet in her cathouse and also had affairs with Colonel Mustard and Mrs. White’s husband; Professor Plum had a sexual relationship with the Singing Telegram Girl, a former psychiatric patient. In other words, all of the guests had a reason to kill at least one of the victims. Wadsworth also reveals the presence of two secret passages that the killer used to sneak around the mansion, plus additional details of how the murders were committed.

The butler, as part of his reenactment, switches off the electricity. When he turns it back on, one of four solutions is revealed. This was Clue’s gimmick: it had four different endings, each triggered when Wadsworth turns the light back on. Producers planned to show a different solution in different theaters, labeled ending A, B, C, or D. This, producers hoped, would encourage viewers to see the movie more than once. 

Here’s whodunit: 

In one ending, Mrs. Peacock killed everyone. 

In another, everyone but Mr. Green killed someone. 

In yet another, Miss Scarlet ordered Yvette to kill Mr. Boddy and the Cook before Scarlet herself killed the remaining four victims (including Yvette).

Finally, in an ending that was cut after test screenings, Wadsworth killed everyone. 

The killers’ motives vary, and as we will see, some solutions hold up over time better than others, but these are the basics of what you need to know before we dive into Clue.

This book is not based on interviews, though I reached out to all of the surviving cast members and some of the crew, and a few graciously and patiently answered my questions, including Lynn. But like all of us when recounting some event from our past, the cast has defaulted to sharing the same anecdotes, and a few of their memories contradict the written record. It’s inevitable with the passage of time—some things stand out, some moments make for better stories, and many details slip away. I’ve prioritized manuscripts and contemporaneous reports from 1985 over memories shared some thirty years later. By way of example, John Landis remembered in the Buzzfeed oral history that Tom Stoppard worked on Clue for a year; it was actually less than two months, though the two corresponded for about six months.

As a historian who usually writes about people long deceased, I am also aware that here I’m writing mostly about people who were still alive in 2023. If any of them perchance read this book, I hope they’ll find I’ve done them justice and accurately represented their experience. I’d make a terrible celebrity, because the thought of having other people write and talk about what I think, what I believe, what I did, what I’m going to do—it all sounds exhausting. I’ve also tried to ask myself, “Would I say this if they were standing right in front of me?” Fortunately, there were no horrific scandals on Clue that forced me into the uncomfortable position of having to ask embarrassing questions.

Records documenting the production of Clue were much more robust than I imagined. The Margaret Herrick Library in Los Angeles has wonderful material, including nearly every draft of the script by both Manzi and Lynn, plus Debra Hill’s delightful 1980 treatment. It also has a casting notebook that was a joy to look through. Seeing “Weird Al” Yankovic’s name on a list of possible Mr. Boddys made my heart skip a few beats. In the John Landis papers held at the library are other materials—press kits, invitations to the premiere, and a transcript of his animated pitch given to Tom Stoppard. The Stoppard papers at the Harry Ransom Center in Austin house Landis and Stoppard’s correspondence. UCLA’s special collections had copies of script drafts that were not available at the Herrick Library.

Other useful sources were newspaper and trade reports. The first public notice of Clue was in the Hollywood Reporter in October 1980, when Debra Hill still envisioned Detective Parker solving a murder with the help of a giant board outlining the rooms of Boddy Mansion. Notices a few months later begin to mention Landis’s involvement. By early 1985, after Clue was officially greenlit, newspapers and the trades were mentioning the movie nearly every week. Most of these were small notices, but they all help trace the story. Paramount Pictures marketed Clue aggressively, and the Friday before filming began, it invited reporters from around the country to the massive mansion set on Stage 18. In the summer of 1985, lengthy reports began to pop up in publications like the New York Times and the San Francisco Examiner. A story in The Guardian of London took on the angle of Lynn the Brit making his way in Hollywood. One of the densest sources was an article in American Cinematographer in January 1986. Coauthored by Paramount Pictures’s press liaison, Saul Kahan, it is therefore a sympathetic report filled with insider information, including an in-depth interview with director of photography Victor Kemper. A copy of the complete shot list, likely kept by script supervisor Doris Grau, made its way into my hands, allowing me to see exactly how many takes there were of each scene, when they were filmed, and what was cut.

Finally, there was Lynn’s audio commentary, which most fans still don’t know exists. Before anyone grabs their Blu-ray to find it or rushes off to buy another one, save your time and money: it’s not there. Instead, writer, director, and Clue fan Josh Brandon reached out to Lynn to record it, and the commentary became an episode of Kevin Smith’s Smodcast podcast. It’s available only via a paid subscription to Smith’s website. Brandon kindly spoke with me about the experience of reaching out to Lynn and recording the commentary.

Despite all of these marvelous sources, sorting out Hollywood fact from fiction can be daunting. There are millions of dollars on the line when it comes to a movie, and studios, producers, directors, and actors are well practiced at promotion, marketing, and slapping the best face on even the most dire production. The ever-present tug of showmanship renders benign information or story loaded with hyperbole. Lynn, a newcomer to Hollywood when he wrote and directed Clue, quickly learned that the only acceptable adjective to describe anything was “great!”3 Well, maybe not the only acceptable; there was also “stupendous,” “terrific,” “brilliant” . . .

Given Clue’s planned four-ending mystery, red herrings (not of the communist variety, thankfully) were planted in the press. Just as one newspaper reported on the multiple endings, another would quote producer Debra Hill insisting that it wasn’t true. Other outlets said that multiple endings were being filmed to keep even the cast in the dark, but only one would be used. These kinds of contradictions recur often enough to make it clear that this was a strategy employed by Hill, Lynn, and Paramount Pictures, not sloppy reporting.

Although it did go nine days over schedule, causing the budget to climb by almost half a million dollars, the Clue production suffered no catastrophes that required smoothing over in the press. It was, with only a few hiccups, a remarkably drama-free production. Lynn is the polar opposite of the egomaniacal director screaming that an actor has ruined his flawless work of art. While juicy tales of drug-fueled productions and intense personality conflicts often dominate film histories, this book is free of them. The people who worked on Clue appear to have been thoroughly professional; they got along well, and they all worked hard to make a good movie. This is all the more remarkable given the ensemble nature of the film. All of it shows in the end product, and in some ways, it’s just as newsworthy as the gossip that often accompanies big productions.

As a historian, I’m used to documenting nearly every claim I make in a book, with footnotes peppering every page. It is drilled into you early: say the sky is blue and you best have a citation for it. But I have taken a different route in this book; I didn’t want the documentation to get in the way of the story. Instead, I have a list of sources I relied on in the back of the book. I do footnote direct quotes.

One last note on what this book is and what it is not: in today’s geek culture, there is something of an obsession with canon—what counts and what doesn’t in the mythology of a book, movie, or TV series. With ever-growing access to content and creators, fans parse even the most benign comments, determined to mine deeper and deeper in the hope of uncovering a rare gem. Is an off-the-cuff remark at Comic-Con by the screenwriter canon? What about a paragraph on a now-defunct promotional website run by the studio? How about a tweet by a cast member? Is something canon simply because the creator says it is, or do fans have a say?

If such things seem trivial, ask a Star Wars fan about Disney declaring books written before it bought the franchise from LucasFilm no longer canon. Or tell a Harry Potter devotee that the stage play Harry Potter and the Cursed Child is definitely canon. They might politely agree with you; more likely you’ll get an earful. Fans can be more than a little intense about their mythology; their passion can be a beautiful thing, but it’s not without its dark side, as evidenced by the toxicity stirred up when casting is more inclusive than some fans believe the source material warrants.

I do not put Clue to the canon test. It seems absurd to hold a movie made in 1985 up to today’s geek standards. No one who worked on the film imagined that fans would be scanning a high-definition Blu-ray frame by frame for the most minuscule of details. I’m much more interested in writing about how Clue was made, and I approach it hoping to understand what the filmmakers were trying to do. Unless I think it’s an interesting aside, I won’t be pointing out most continuity errors, lists of which are available online for just about every movie ever made. Lynn, alongside Landis and Hill, wanted Clue to be a funny and scary mystery. Each viewer can decide for themselves whether they succeeded, but that is how I approach the movie. I am a fan who loves Clue, but I am not uncritical. I think some aspects of the movie (the comedy) work better than others (the mystery), and I talk about why.

I couldn’t have told this story without the help of some wonderful people. I am always grateful to archivists and librarians, without whom none of my work would be possible. My deepest thanks to Genevieve Maxwell of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’s Margaret Herrick Library, who helped me find material and much of that material remotely during the COVID pandemic. I learned early on in our correspondence not to write her on her day off because she would respond anyway. My thanks also to Cristina Meisner of the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin. I am indebted to the unfailing patience of Edda Manriquez and Taylor Morales of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’s film archive; both answered my questions over a period of several months. I’m grateful to Patricia Svoboda of the Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery for her help in identifying some of the paintings in the film. My thanks to Tyne Lowe, archivist at the Browne Popular Culture Library at Bowling Green State University, for hunting down Clue materials from the Michael McDowell collection.

One effect of getting older is believing that anything that happened during your lifetime, by definition of you being alive for it, is modern. I assumed that video from the 1980s would be a breeze to find—surely it would be on YouTube or other popular sites. Instead, I was shocked to learn how much is gone. My thanks therefore to Don Giller, the foremost archiver of David Letterman episodes, who provided me with clips from the show, including Martin Mull’s appearance promoting Clue, within minutes of me reaching out to him. I am also grateful to Jane Klain and the staff of the Paley Center, who located a tape of Madeline Kahn’s appearance on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson. 

My thanks to Brett Vickerman, who reached out with scans of records that would have been otherwise unavailable to me until the academy library reopened for in-person research, which would not happen for another year and a half. Brett’s thoughtfulness allowed me to get to work much earlier than I would have been able to otherwise. My appreciation also to Jim McCarthy, who believed in this project long before almost anyone else. His encouragement meant a great deal to me.

When I reached out to Jonathan Lynn, I did so hesitantly, wondering how he might respond to a random person asking about a movie he had made nearly four decades earlier. I expected to hear from an assistant; instead I heard from him. He could have ignored this stranger popping up in his email, but he took the time to answer my questions, always patient and generous with his responses. I am grateful to him—for Clue, Greedy, My Cousin Vinny, Yes Minister, and more, and especially for his kindness to me.

It was a joy to speak with Colleen Camp, who quoted effortlessly from a dozen different movies and shared with me her thought process on approaching Yvette. My thanks to Josh Brandon, who spoke to me about his love of Clue since childhood and his experience recording the audio commentary with Lynn. Josh wrote for the criminally underappreciated series Houdini & Doyle, and it was a delight talking with him. I was saddened to learn of the passing of Kellye Nakahara in 2020, and I am grateful to her husband, David Wallett, and her daughter, Lani Coleman, for taking the time to speak with me. While we talked mostly about Clue, I couldn’t help myself and also asked about M\A*S*H*. They graciously shared memories and details about Kellye’s background. While I did not get a chance to speak to other cast members, I remain grateful to them for sharing their experiences on Clue in other venues. Speaking of which . . . 

If you haven’t seen Jeff Smith’s Who Done It? The Clue Documentary, I hope you’ll remedy that immediately. Meeting Jeff has been one of the highlights of working on this book. He helped me understand more about what went on when Clue was being made, and traveling to see him screen the documentary allowed me to meet other fans and share in the fun that this movie has brought to all of us.

I am indebted to those who read parts or all of the manuscript as I worked, tweaked, and refined; their feedback was invaluable. My thanks to Scot Denhalter, Dallas Robbins, Jimmy Hatch, and especially the careful eyes of Lincoln Peterson. I am grateful to David Bushman and Scott Ryan of Fayetteville Mafia Press for taking this project on and for their help in crafting a better book.

Most importantly, to my wife, Joy, who upon hearing that I had decided to write a book about Clue did not ask me if I had lost my mind. Instead, she willingly shared her husband with this movie and was unfailingly supportive every step of the way. She has read this book more than once, offering praise, criticism, corrections, and, most of all, encouragement. She makes me feel lucky every single day.

Lastly, while this might feel perfunctory, it must be said because it’s true: while these people helped me, the final work is mine, and mine alone, and I am therefore the one responsible for any errors.
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“A whodunit is such an intrinsically ridiculous genre.”

-Jonathan Lynn4










Clue debuted in American theaters on December 13, 1985. Thirty-six years before that, the board game Cluedo went on sale in England (now is your chance to marvel that Clue has existed as a movie longer than as just a board game). Twenty-eight years before Cluedo was introduced to the public, Agatha Christie published her first book, The Mysterious Affair at Styles. Thirty-three years before that novel introduced the world to Hercule Poirot, Sherlock Holmes solved the murder of two Mormon elders in A Study in Scarlet. Travel back in time another nineteen years to 1868 and there’s Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone, often thought of as the first full-length detective novel. From there it’s just another twenty-seven years to what is widely recognized as the first work of detective fiction, Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” published in 1841.

Claiming that anything in literature, art, or pop culture is the first is oversimplifying at best and is never quite so easy to verify. So it goes with Poe and “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” Some historians argue that written detective fiction existed many hundreds of years ago, in works ranging from One Thousand and One Nights to Chinese crime fiction from the Ming Dynasty.

The detective introduced in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” displays many of the traits that would become so well-known, to the point of parody, in the world of mystery fiction. Poe’s amateur sleuth, C. Auguste Dupin, is an odd fellow. First and foremost, he is an amateur. He comes from a prominent family but finds himself in less-than-ideal circumstances in Paris. He is rooming with an unnamed man who also serves as the story’s narrator. If a roommate sharing the adventures of a detective not employed by the police rings a bell, it’s because that same trope plays out in the stories of Sherlock Holmes. But long before Holmes dazzled Watson with abilities so stunning he seemed to be able to read minds, Dupin used similar abilities to shock his own, anonymous sidekick, who asks Dupin how he “should know what I was thinking?”5

It was Dupin’s clever wits, not luck or intuition, that worked out devilishly intractable puzzles. This might seem obvious to modern readers accustomed to brilliant detectives after 180 years of mysteries, but it was new in 1841. Dupin did not tap into the supernatural but instead relied on powers of observation that led him to unshakable conclusions in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and in two other Poe stories—conclusions that always turned out to be right.

These characteristics—the use of brains and logic over intuition and luck, the ability to shock others by knowing things that by all appearances they couldn’t possibly know, and the ability to spot the clues that really matter—became the foundation of dozens of famous detectives and hundreds of imitators. Edgar Allan Poe birthed a new genre. It didn't flourish overnight; it would take nearly twenty years for Émile Gaboriau to create Monsieur Lecoq, who appeared in L’Affaire Lerouge (1866). Collins’s The Moonstone, published two years later, is often forgotten except among fans of mystery. But as time passed, what came to be known as the cozy mystery would thrive. Rigid definitions are a fool’s errand when it comes to sorting out the many subgenres of crime fiction, but cozy mysteries tend to focus on the puzzle of whodunit, often in an exotic or charming locale. There is little violence in a cozy mystery, and the suspense is at a minimum. Often, but not always, the sleuth investigating the mystery is an amateur rather than a police officer or professional detective.

In 1887 the world’s best-known detective made his debut, and would only further endear readers to mysteries. Sherlock Holmes got his start in a very different genre, however: anti-polygamy publications about Mormons in the American West. These stories, often published as cheap paperbacks, portrayed virtuous young women who had been tricked, threatened, or even kidnapped into marrying a Mormon polygamist. The reality of Latter-day Saint plural marriage was usually more mundane than the salacious treatment it received in the press, both in the United States and Great Britain, but stories of young women escaping or being rescued from the throes of polygamy titillated Victorian audiences. In A Study in Scarlet, Holmes solves the crime and then vanishes halfway through the book and the rest of the story is a flashback of events in Utah.

Five years after he wrote A Study in Scarlet, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle put Holmes in two short stories and submitted them to the Strand Magazine. These stories, “A Scandal in Bohemia” and “The Red-Headed League,” made Holmes a phenomenal success and sparked unprecedented interest in detective fiction. Holmes straddled the line between amateur and professional; he often helped the police, but he wasn’t one of them. Doyle gave him the label of “consulting detective.” 

Holmes’s popularity sprang from deep wells of evolving Victorian sensibility in Britain. That someone could coldly evaluate a scene and know with certainty what happened comforted a people confronted with urban decay, crime, and violence. In 1888, a real murderer evaded police after hacking several women to death. Jack the Ripper is as synonymous with gaslit streets and hansom cabs as Sherlock Holmes is. The Ripper killed at least five women; he may have killed more. To this day, no one knows his identity, despite an entire industry of books, articles, websites, and documentaries that insist otherwise. He terrified London’s East End as the Whitechapel Murderer, but he was far from the only danger Londoners read about in their newspapers. In the same issue of Lloyd’s Weekly London that reported on the Ripper with “Tragedy in Whitechapel: A Woman Stabbed in 39 Places,” readers saw headlines that could double as titles of Holmes stories: “The Chloroform Mystery,” “Seduction by a Magistrate,” “The Railway Robberies at Plymouth,” “The Lewisham Poisoning Case,” and “Murderers’ Mementoes.”6

What appealed to readers in 1891 still appeals to readers today. Crime is chaotic and disorienting. It upsets our expectations of how the world is supposed to work. The detective, through powers of observation and deduction, imposes order and restores our sense of security. If they are able to solve the crime without moving from their proverbial armchair, then it is all the more comforting. To read or watch a cozy mystery is to spend most of one’s time wondering what happened. Perhaps we’re even confused. We look forward to seeing things resolved, order restored.

After Sherlock Holmes came an era so rampant with brilliant investigators (and teeming with bad knockoffs) that it has come to be known as the Golden Age of Detective Fiction, roughly defined as occurring between the two world wars, though again, rigid definitions are impossible. One of the better-known authors of the era, G. K. Chesterton, published his first Father Brown story four years before the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand in 1914 plunged the world into a war unlike any other before it. Other Golden Age writers are also well-known to mystery aficionados, including Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers, Anthony Berkeley, and Henry Wade. While the Brits dominated this period, Americans had their say. Ellery Queen (a pseudonym for two cousins, Frederic Dannay and Manfred B. Lee) wrote dense puzzles, famous for adding a “Note to the Reader” explaining that all the clues had been revealed and that they have all the information needed to solve the mystery. John Dickson Carr was the master of the locked-room murder—there’s a dead body, a locked door, and no way in or out. Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler wrote hardboiled stories, different from the prim-and-proper mysteries of other writers. Their books were short on whodunits but full of colorful characters and still driven by a central mystery. The detectives, unlike those in cozy mysteries, were morally complex and often found themselves on the wrong side of the law.

If Sherlock Holmes is the epitome of the detective, Dame Agatha Christie is the personification of the cozy mystery author. Christie published The Mysterious Affair at Styles in 1920, featuring her first detective, Hercule Poirot, the Belgian with the egg-shaped head full of “little grey cells” that he put to work solving a myriad of puzzles. Christie also created Miss Jane Marple, an amateur sleuth who leveraged her lifelong observations of human nature to solve crimes. A handful of Christie’s books had standalone detectives who appeared only once, and one of her most famous works, And Then There Were None, had no detective at all.

Christie’s novels contained all the elements of what readers came to recognize as the quintessential detective story: the unlikable murder victim, usually killed off before readers could find a reason to care about them; the closed circle of suspects, all of whom had a motive to kill; a remote location—an island, a country house, a stranded train, a ship on the Nile—that makes the likelihood of an intruder next to impossible; the detective, often summoned before the murder under suspicious circumstances or invited, much to the consternation of the murderer, as a guest, or who finds some other reason to be included in the closed circle; red herrings and misdirection; large clues that turn out to be meaningless and small details that explain everything; and the dénouement, or ending—the detective gathers all of the suspects and walks through all the events, explains the red herrings, and exposes the murderer.

Clue follows all of these tropes, and is itself a cozy mystery. Mr. Boddy, the victim, is a despised blackmailer. All of the guests—trapped as they are in an isolated mansion during a storm—have a reason to kill him. It will take an amateur detective, Wadsworth, the butler, to solve the mystery, though not before explaining the red herrings and misdirection.

It was only a matter of time before the cozy mystery, so familiar to the public and often formulaic, would make the jump to games. Once again, it was a Brit who took the leap. Anthony Pratt lived with his wife in Birmingham during World War II, and they knew a couple who had invented a board game called Buccaneer and sold the idea to Waddingtons toys. Waddingtons had licensed Monopoly from the States; now it was time to return the favor, this time with Clue.

Pratt spent some years developing what would become Clue. He would later recall that as kids, “we would play a stupid game called Murder, where guests crept up on each other in corridors, and the victim would shriek and fall to the floor.”7 It is difficult for Americans to appreciate what it means to live in a war zone. While the United States sacrificed tremendously during World War II (including over four hundred thousand military personnel who perished in combat), its struggle cannot compare to the nightly bombing raids Britain endured. Pratt remembered that even the simple fun of their murder game was ruined when “came the war and the blackout and it all went, 'Pouf!' Overnight, all the fun ended.”8 Pratt applied for a patent in 1944 for a game set in a country house named Tudor Close. The manor had ten rooms, including a gun room, and characters named Mr. Black, Mr. Brown, Mr. Gold, Nurse White, Colonel Yellow, and Mrs. Silver. The weapons originally included a syringe, poison, an ax, and a bomb. The bomb seemed a bit excessive, and it was dropped as changes were made. The first Waddingtons-licensed games appeared in 1949, though a shortage of materials after the war meant it was not widely produced until 1950. Waddingtons quickly gave US manufacturer Parker Brothers the rights to produce it in America, and the game first appeared there months before they were on shelves in England, retailing for $2.98. In Britain, the game was called Cluedo, a portmanteau of clue and ludo, Latin for “I play.” In the US, it was Clue: The Great Detective Game. In the first retail version, the suspects were Colonel Mustard, Professor Plum, Mr. Green, Miss Scarlet, Mrs. White, and Mrs. Peacock. The weapons were a revolver, a rope, a lead pipe, a wrench, a dagger, and a candlestick. The nine rooms in the mansion that players could visit were the hall, lounge, dining room, kitchen, ballroom, conservatory (a music room, not a greenhouse), billiard room, library, and study.

Parker Brothers was initially squeamish about selling a game where the victim could have been shot, stabbed, strangled, or bludgeoned to death, and it took some coaxing to get the company to do it. Board game historian Tristan Donovan writes that Parker Brothers even refused to announce the game’s launch, “concerned about being associated with a game about murder.”9 One curious change from the British version reflected Americans’ growing sensitivities around religion in the postwar era, as they sought to distinguish themselves from godless communism. Cluedo’s Reverend Green became Mr. Green in the US version; a man of God could hardly be a suspect in a murder. These American sensitivities were also reflected in film, where the production code said that “ministers of religion . . . should not be used as comic characters or as villains.”10
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