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With a career spanning four decades, Wes Craven (1939–2015) bridged independent

exploitation cinema and Hollywood big-budget horror. A pioneer of the modern horror cinema,

Craven directed such landmark films as The Last House on the Left, The Hills Have Eyes, A

Nightmare on Elm Street, and Scream—considered not only classics of the genre, but

examples of masterful filmmaking. Producing an impressive oeuvre that mixed intellectual

concerns and political ideas, Craven utilized high-tension suspense, devastating visual

brutality, and dark humor to evoke a unique brand of fear. Moreover, his films draw attention to

the horror of American society—namely racism, classism, and the traumas often associated

with family.This collection of twenty-nine interviews—spanning from 1980 until his final

interview in 2015—traces Craven’s life and career, from his upbringing in a strict religious

family and his life as an academic to his years toiling in exploitation cinema. The volume also

chronicles Craven’s ascendancy as an independent director, his work within the studio system,

and his eventual triumph in mainstream cinema. Within the interviews gathered here, including

three previously unpublished pieces, Craven reflects on failed projects and the challenges of

working with studios while offering thoughtful meditations on the dynamics and appeal of

horror. Wes Craven: Interviews cements Craven’s legacy as a master of horror who left an

indelible mark on the genre by forever altering expectations of—and approaches to—the

cinema of fear.

An essential read for genre and general cinema fans alike  � Starburst magazineWes Craven:

Interviews is an invaluable resource. One of the best �and one of the most articulate �to ever

make horror films talks openly about his philosophy and his craft. For fans, the book offers a

window into what went into their favorite films, for creators, it shows how those films were

made, and for scholars, it opens a window into why Craven made his films. -- Ryan C. Bradley  �

Wicked Horror --This text refers to the hardcover edition.About the AuthorShannon Blake

Skelton is an assistant professor at Kansas State University where he teaches classes in

theatre history, film studies, and dramatic literature. He is author of The Late Work of Sam

Shepard, and his work has appeared in such publications as Theatre Journal, The Journal for

Popular Culture, Choice, and Visions of Tragedy in Modern American Drama. --This text refers

to the hardcover edition.
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IntroductionWes Craven (1939–2015) stands as a unique figure in post-1960s American

cinema. With a career spanning four decades, his work has been an instrumental bridge

between independent exploitation cinema and Hollywood big budget horror. His films mix

intellectual concerns with political ideas, utilizing both high-tension suspense and devastating

visual brutality.Craven’s pedigree is also unusual. Raised in a strict Baptist home, Craven

attended Illinois’ conservative Wheaton College to study literature. Following graduation, he

pursued a graduate degree at Johns Hopkins with an eye toward a career in academia. While

there, Craven gravitated toward cinema and became a regular consumer of films by François

Truffaut and Ingmar Bergman. Though he would spend a number of years in academia



teaching literature and humanities, he would eventually leave education in favor of pursuing a

career in cinema. Still, many of Craven’s films, including the most exploitative, are infused with

a scholarly intelligence and often display the director’s affinity for post–World War II art house

and international cinema. Indeed, as Caetlin Benson-Allott argued in 2015 within the pages of

Film Quarterly, “Few directors change a genre by being in it but not of it. Wes Craven did. He

brought a new ideological relevance and self-referential poetics to US horror filmmaking

precisely because he never identified with the genre in the way audiences identified it with

him.”Craven began his career in filmmaking toiling as a New York film editor and then, under

pseudonyms, as an adult film director. But it was 1972’s The Last House on the Left, a visceral

tale of countercultural criminals who murder two teens and in turn find themselves the victim of

familial vengeance, which gained the attention and ire of many film critics. Yet a few,

recognizing the film as an homage to Bergman’s The Virgin Spring, came to Craven’s defense.

Roger Ebert in the Chicago Sun-Times famously hailed the film as “a tough, bitter little sleeper

of a movie…. [with] a powerful narrative, told so directly and strongly that the audience … was

rocked back on its psychic heels … This movie covers the same philosophical territory as Sam

Peckinpah’s Straw Dogs, and is more hardnosed about it.” But most reviews were like that of

Howard Thompson, writing in the New York Times, “When I walked out, after 50 minutes (with

35 to go), one girl had just been dismembered with a machete … The party who wrote this

sickening tripe also directed the inept actors is Wes Craven…. [it is a film] for anyone interested

in paying to see repulsive people and human agony.”Perhaps somewhat agreeing with

Thompson, Craven later distanced himself from the film and its brutality. That said, in 1972 the

film struck a cultural chord. Following the Manson Family murders and the disaster at the

Rolling Stones’ free concert at Altamont (both 1969), it seemed to many that the counterculture

had devolved, like the antagonists of The Last House on the Left, to a nihilistic collection of

sadistic and homicidal libertines.This interrogation of the American family would also be central

to Craven’s subsequent horror film, 1977’s The Hills Have Eyes. As with The Last House on the

Left, The Hills Have Eyes would once again reconsider and realign components of the horror

genre. Seeking inspiration not in a cultural product from Sweden but rather in the Scottish tale

of the cannibalistic Sawney Bean clan, Craven crafted a harrowing fright film concerning the

dissolution of a “traditional” American family. In the bleak deserts of the American southwest, a

family travels across the terrain—with mobile home in tow—seeking a respite from civilization.

They encounter a cannibalistic family living in the desert who quickly dispatches the tourists

one by one through gruesome methods. As with The Last House on the Left, Craven analyzes

the traditional American family, and by the conclusion of The Hills Have Eyes, the survivors of

the middle-class family have embraced violent codes similar to that of the cannibalistic

clan.Though certainly not as cruel as The Last House on the Left, Craven’s second credited

feature is shot with a distinct visual style, and its improved production values and use of

elaborate locations certainly indicate Craven’s ambition to not simply churn out another

exploitation film. Indeed, the ideas at the center of the film also reveal Craven once again

attempting to wrestle with larger, philosophical concerns. His intellectual ambition did not go

unnoticed. Horror writer Ed Gorman noted that The Hills Have Eyes “is an existentialist’s notion

of a Saturday matinee.” Further, critic John Stanley argued that the work possesses a powerful

social commentary, stating that “[w]hen innocent people resort to violence, they become no

better than their nemeses.”Craven struggled with his follow-ups, namely Stranger in Our

House, Deadly Blessing, and Swamp Thing. However, in 1984 Wes Craven revolutionized

modern horror and cemented his reputation as a director with A Nightmare on Elm Street.

Blending teen horror with surrealism and further examinations of the failure of the American



family, the film was not only a box office hit, it earned critical acclaim. It also spawned multiple

sequels, a remake, and a television series and birthed Freddy Krueger as the ultimate modern-

day matinee monster. With its utilization of dream imagery, Craven’s employment of state-of-

the-art special effects captured the attention of mid-1980s Americans. A Nightmare on Elm

Street was the first major financial success for the then-fledgling New Line Cinema, which

would eventually be known as “The House that Freddy Built.” The studio would increase its

budgets and improve its reputation throughout the ensuing decades, resulting in the critically

lauded, Oscar garnering Lord of the Rings trilogy. The success of A Nightmare on Elm Street

and its sequels allowed an independent studio to eventually become a major motion picture

player in Hollywood.A Nightmare on Elm Street explores the sins of parents and the residual

impact those sins have upon their children. Also, the film pushes beyond the standard fare of

horror cinema of the 1980s, which was overwhelmed by numerous Halloween and Friday the

13th slasher imitations. By cleverly playing with notions of reality and wisely centering upon a

(somewhat) liberated heroine, Craven’s invention found critics lauding his new work. Francis

Wheen in the New Statesman observed that Craven “uses many of the conventional tricks of

the trade … but wields them with verve” and succeeds in proving “that horror needn’t be

synonymous with misogyny.” Kevin Thomas in the Los Angeles Times complimented the film as

being “[a]s skillful as it is sickening.” A Nightmare on Elm Street does push at the borders of the

genre, yet it does not fully deconstruct the genre’s conventions. That deconstruction of the

genre would be left to Craven’s late career masterwork, 1996’s Scream.Following A Nightmare

on Elm Street, Craven accepted invitations from an eager Hollywood, but his projects became

victims of studio tampering. His work vacillated between compromised visions (1986’s Deadly

Friend) and esoteric, yet highly imaginative and intellectual fare (1988’s The Serpent and

Rainbow). However, in 1996 Craven achieved with Scream commercial and critical success,

even surpassing that of A Nightmare on Elm Street.Originally titled Scary Movie, Scream was

written by Kevin Williamson, who would become synonymous with rapid fire dialogue and

characters interjecting intriguing popular references. Scream is a clever horror film that also

acts as a whodunit and serves as a deconstruction of the horror film, specifically the slasher

subgenre. Critics were appreciative of the film. Thomas of the Los Angeles Times commended

it as “terrific entertainment that also explores the relationship between movies and their

audiences, specifically—but hardly exclusively—teenagers who love the kind of horror pictures

Craven specializes in.”Craven continued to work on the Scream franchise until his death, yet he

would never again reach the critical heights and commercial acclaim as he did with the original

film. That said, a post-Scream Craven sought to explore avenues outside of the horror genre.

These cinematic explorations included 1999’s Music of the Heart (an inspirational drama

featuring Meryl Streep), the 2005 Hitchockian thriller Red Eye, and a romantic short in 2006’s

anthology Paris, je t’aime. In the wake of Scream’s success, Craven also published a novel

(1999’s Fountain Society), branched out into assisting younger filmmakers by placing his “Wes

Craven Presents” on titles, and even wrote a comic book series. In all, Craven was a master of

’70s, ’80s and ’90s horror and left an indelible mark on the genre by forever altering

expectations of—and approaches to—the cinema of fear.The interviews contained within this

volume trace Craven’s reflections upon his work and his place within cinema history. Indeed,

from these exchanges, we can gauge not only Craven’s evolving reputation, but also the light in

which he views himself and his work. One of the challenges of locating published interviews

with Craven prior to the mid-1980s has less to do with his productivity as a filmmaker and more

to do with the cultural status of horror. Though films such as Rosemary’s Baby and The

Exorcist had certainly raised the cultural and critical status of horror amongst the public, the



vast majority of the horror genre was considered by many as simply exploitation cinema,

existing in the same realm as biker films, raunchy sex comedies, and trashy subcultural romps.

Granted, Craven’s debut film The Last House on the Left features not only the fear and dread

associated with horror, but also the viciousness and degradation emblematic of the roughest of

exploitation fare.The audiences of so-called “highbrow” cinema had very little use for the films

and filmmakers associated with horror. As Craven found his initial foothold in horror exploitation

—and pornography—and gradually built a reputation with more accessible, acceptable, and

popular mainstream films, perhaps it is surprising that his first substantial interview appears in

the fall 1980 issue of the decidedly nonfannish, yet firmly academic, Journal of Popular Film

and Television. Tony Williams’s interview includes a few characteristics that would reappear in

subsequent pieces, namely Craven’s quiet, calm demeanor that seemingly contrasts with his

films and his academic background which, to some, seems paradoxical in connection to work

such as The Last House on the Left. Williams also aligns Last House on the Left with Francis

Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now, Bob Clark’s Dead of Night (also known as Deathdream), and

George A. Romero’s The Crazies as “an allegory of America’s traumatic experience of the

Vietnam War” while explaining that The Hills Have Eyes is “a prime example of the radical

implications of the seventies horror film.” Indeed, Williams’s academic and scholarly

engagement with Craven’s work critically elevates the films and legitimizes a director whose

work at this time was either ignored or derided by many in the critical establishment. Craven

places his work within the cultural and political strife of the 1960s and ’70s while also indicating

his inclination toward interrogating and dismantling the assumptions about—and dynamics of—

patriarchal, heterosexual families. This obsession with the concept of family would continue to

haunt future films.In 1982, Starburst, the revered and longstanding English magazine catering

to fans of science fiction, fantasy, and horror cinema and television, included a revealing

interview. Craven, who was just finishing a taxing shoot of the mainstream Swamp Thing,

speaks about Last House on the Left and The Hills Have Eyes, offering insight into the filming

and his reactions to the violence. Of Last House, Craven explains, “I can’t go back and find a

film earlier than that in the genre that became so established of breaking barriers of what is

allowed to be shown. Psycho, I suppose…. Sometimes I think it was a terrible film to make,

other times I’m glad I was that angry,” but also confesses that “I never want to get back into that

level of opening up violence on the screen.” Of note in the interview are discussions of

Craven’s unfulfilled projects, including films about atrocities in Vietnam (Mustang), children in

the circus (Circus Gang), and drug smuggling (Marimba). Craven’s move to more legitimate,

nonexploitation fare, such as the TV movie Summer of Fear (aka Stranger in Our House),

indicates his desire to turn away from being specifically a horror director, but his next project,

as Craven explains, “is called Nightmare on Elm Street … So, it looks like I’ll be toiling in the

horror field for a little while longer.”

IntroductionWes Craven (1939–2015) stands as a unique figure in post-1960s American

cinema. With a career spanning four decades, his work has been an instrumental bridge

between independent exploitation cinema and Hollywood big budget horror. His films mix

intellectual concerns with political ideas, utilizing both high-tension suspense and devastating

visual brutality.Craven’s pedigree is also unusual. Raised in a strict Baptist home, Craven

attended Illinois’ conservative Wheaton College to study literature. Following graduation, he

pursued a graduate degree at Johns Hopkins with an eye toward a career in academia. While

there, Craven gravitated toward cinema and became a regular consumer of films by François

Truffaut and Ingmar Bergman. Though he would spend a number of years in academia



teaching literature and humanities, he would eventually leave education in favor of pursuing a

career in cinema. Still, many of Craven’s films, including the most exploitative, are infused with

a scholarly intelligence and often display the director’s affinity for post–World War II art house

and international cinema. Indeed, as Caetlin Benson-Allott argued in 2015 within the pages of

Film Quarterly, “Few directors change a genre by being in it but not of it. Wes Craven did. He

brought a new ideological relevance and self-referential poetics to US horror filmmaking

precisely because he never identified with the genre in the way audiences identified it with

him.”Craven began his career in filmmaking toiling as a New York film editor and then, under

pseudonyms, as an adult film director. But it was 1972’s The Last House on the Left, a visceral

tale of countercultural criminals who murder two teens and in turn find themselves the victim of

familial vengeance, which gained the attention and ire of many film critics. Yet a few,

recognizing the film as an homage to Bergman’s The Virgin Spring, came to Craven’s defense.

Roger Ebert in the Chicago Sun-Times famously hailed the film as “a tough, bitter little sleeper

of a movie…. [with] a powerful narrative, told so directly and strongly that the audience … was

rocked back on its psychic heels … This movie covers the same philosophical territory as Sam

Peckinpah’s Straw Dogs, and is more hardnosed about it.” But most reviews were like that of

Howard Thompson, writing in the New York Times, “When I walked out, after 50 minutes (with

35 to go), one girl had just been dismembered with a machete … The party who wrote this

sickening tripe also directed the inept actors is Wes Craven…. [it is a film] for anyone interested

in paying to see repulsive people and human agony.”Perhaps somewhat agreeing with

Thompson, Craven later distanced himself from the film and its brutality. That said, in 1972 the

film struck a cultural chord. Following the Manson Family murders and the disaster at the

Rolling Stones’ free concert at Altamont (both 1969), it seemed to many that the counterculture

had devolved, like the antagonists of The Last House on the Left, to a nihilistic collection of

sadistic and homicidal libertines.This interrogation of the American family would also be central

to Craven’s subsequent horror film, 1977’s The Hills Have Eyes. As with The Last House on the

Left, The Hills Have Eyes would once again reconsider and realign components of the horror

genre. Seeking inspiration not in a cultural product from Sweden but rather in the Scottish tale

of the cannibalistic Sawney Bean clan, Craven crafted a harrowing fright film concerning the

dissolution of a “traditional” American family. In the bleak deserts of the American southwest, a

family travels across the terrain—with mobile home in tow—seeking a respite from civilization.

They encounter a cannibalistic family living in the desert who quickly dispatches the tourists

one by one through gruesome methods. As with The Last House on the Left, Craven analyzes

the traditional American family, and by the conclusion of The Hills Have Eyes, the survivors of

the middle-class family have embraced violent codes similar to that of the cannibalistic

clan.Though certainly not as cruel as The Last House on the Left, Craven’s second credited

feature is shot with a distinct visual style, and its improved production values and use of

elaborate locations certainly indicate Craven’s ambition to not simply churn out another

exploitation film. Indeed, the ideas at the center of the film also reveal Craven once again

attempting to wrestle with larger, philosophical concerns. His intellectual ambition did not go

unnoticed. Horror writer Ed Gorman noted that The Hills Have Eyes “is an existentialist’s notion

of a Saturday matinee.” Further, critic John Stanley argued that the work possesses a powerful

social commentary, stating that “[w]hen innocent people resort to violence, they become no

better than their nemeses.”Craven struggled with his follow-ups, namely Stranger in Our

House, Deadly Blessing, and Swamp Thing. However, in 1984 Wes Craven revolutionized

modern horror and cemented his reputation as a director with A Nightmare on Elm Street.

Blending teen horror with surrealism and further examinations of the failure of the American



family, the film was not only a box office hit, it earned critical acclaim. It also spawned multiple

sequels, a remake, and a television series and birthed Freddy Krueger as the ultimate modern-

day matinee monster. With its utilization of dream imagery, Craven’s employment of state-of-

the-art special effects captured the attention of mid-1980s Americans. A Nightmare on Elm

Street was the first major financial success for the then-fledgling New Line Cinema, which

would eventually be known as “The House that Freddy Built.” The studio would increase its

budgets and improve its reputation throughout the ensuing decades, resulting in the critically

lauded, Oscar garnering Lord of the Rings trilogy. The success of A Nightmare on Elm Street

and its sequels allowed an independent studio to eventually become a major motion picture

player in Hollywood.A Nightmare on Elm Street explores the sins of parents and the residual

impact those sins have upon their children. Also, the film pushes beyond the standard fare of

horror cinema of the 1980s, which was overwhelmed by numerous Halloween and Friday the

13th slasher imitations. By cleverly playing with notions of reality and wisely centering upon a

(somewhat) liberated heroine, Craven’s invention found critics lauding his new work. Francis

Wheen in the New Statesman observed that Craven “uses many of the conventional tricks of

the trade … but wields them with verve” and succeeds in proving “that horror needn’t be

synonymous with misogyny.” Kevin Thomas in the Los Angeles Times complimented the film as

being “[a]s skillful as it is sickening.” A Nightmare on Elm Street does push at the borders of the

genre, yet it does not fully deconstruct the genre’s conventions. That deconstruction of the

genre would be left to Craven’s late career masterwork, 1996’s Scream.Following A Nightmare

on Elm Street, Craven accepted invitations from an eager Hollywood, but his projects became

victims of studio tampering. His work vacillated between compromised visions (1986’s Deadly

Friend) and esoteric, yet highly imaginative and intellectual fare (1988’s The Serpent and

Rainbow). However, in 1996 Craven achieved with Scream commercial and critical success,

even surpassing that of A Nightmare on Elm Street.Originally titled Scary Movie, Scream was

written by Kevin Williamson, who would become synonymous with rapid fire dialogue and

characters interjecting intriguing popular references. Scream is a clever horror film that also

acts as a whodunit and serves as a deconstruction of the horror film, specifically the slasher

subgenre. Critics were appreciative of the film. Thomas of the Los Angeles Times commended

it as “terrific entertainment that also explores the relationship between movies and their

audiences, specifically—but hardly exclusively—teenagers who love the kind of horror pictures

Craven specializes in.”Craven continued to work on the Scream franchise until his death, yet he

would never again reach the critical heights and commercial acclaim as he did with the original

film. That said, a post-Scream Craven sought to explore avenues outside of the horror genre.

These cinematic explorations included 1999’s Music of the Heart (an inspirational drama

featuring Meryl Streep), the 2005 Hitchockian thriller Red Eye, and a romantic short in 2006’s

anthology Paris, je t’aime. In the wake of Scream’s success, Craven also published a novel

(1999’s Fountain Society), branched out into assisting younger filmmakers by placing his “Wes

Craven Presents” on titles, and even wrote a comic book series. In all, Craven was a master of

’70s, ’80s and ’90s horror and left an indelible mark on the genre by forever altering

expectations of—and approaches to—the cinema of fear.The interviews contained within this

volume trace Craven’s reflections upon his work and his place within cinema history. Indeed,

from these exchanges, we can gauge not only Craven’s evolving reputation, but also the light in

which he views himself and his work. One of the challenges of locating published interviews

with Craven prior to the mid-1980s has less to do with his productivity as a filmmaker and more

to do with the cultural status of horror. Though films such as Rosemary’s Baby and The

Exorcist had certainly raised the cultural and critical status of horror amongst the public, the



vast majority of the horror genre was considered by many as simply exploitation cinema,

existing in the same realm as biker films, raunchy sex comedies, and trashy subcultural romps.

Granted, Craven’s debut film The Last House on the Left features not only the fear and dread

associated with horror, but also the viciousness and degradation emblematic of the roughest of

exploitation fare.The audiences of so-called “highbrow” cinema had very little use for the films

and filmmakers associated with horror. As Craven found his initial foothold in horror exploitation

—and pornography—and gradually built a reputation with more accessible, acceptable, and

popular mainstream films, perhaps it is surprising that his first substantial interview appears in

the fall 1980 issue of the decidedly nonfannish, yet firmly academic, Journal of Popular Film

and Television. Tony Williams’s interview includes a few characteristics that would reappear in

subsequent pieces, namely Craven’s quiet, calm demeanor that seemingly contrasts with his

films and his academic background which, to some, seems paradoxical in connection to work

such as The Last House on the Left. Williams also aligns Last House on the Left with Francis

Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now, Bob Clark’s Dead of Night (also known as Deathdream), and

George A. Romero’s The Crazies as “an allegory of America’s traumatic experience of the

Vietnam War” while explaining that The Hills Have Eyes is “a prime example of the radical

implications of the seventies horror film.” Indeed, Williams’s academic and scholarly

engagement with Craven’s work critically elevates the films and legitimizes a director whose

work at this time was either ignored or derided by many in the critical establishment. Craven

places his work within the cultural and political strife of the 1960s and ’70s while also indicating

his inclination toward interrogating and dismantling the assumptions about—and dynamics of—

patriarchal, heterosexual families. This obsession with the concept of family would continue to

haunt future films.In 1982, Starburst, the revered and longstanding English magazine catering

to fans of science fiction, fantasy, and horror cinema and television, included a revealing

interview. Craven, who was just finishing a taxing shoot of the mainstream Swamp Thing,

speaks about Last House on the Left and The Hills Have Eyes, offering insight into the filming

and his reactions to the violence. Of Last House, Craven explains, “I can’t go back and find a

film earlier than that in the genre that became so established of breaking barriers of what is

allowed to be shown. Psycho, I suppose…. Sometimes I think it was a terrible film to make,

other times I’m glad I was that angry,” but also confesses that “I never want to get back into that

level of opening up violence on the screen.” Of note in the interview are discussions of

Craven’s unfulfilled projects, including films about atrocities in Vietnam (Mustang), children in

the circus (Circus Gang), and drug smuggling (Marimba). Craven’s move to more legitimate,

nonexploitation fare, such as the TV movie Summer of Fear (aka Stranger in Our House),

indicates his desire to turn away from being specifically a horror director, but his next project,

as Craven explains, “is called Nightmare on Elm Street … So, it looks like I’ll be toiling in the

horror field for a little while longer.”Tom Seligson, interviewing Craven for Rod Serling’s Twilight

Zone Magazine also in 1982, prefaces the exchange by noting Craven is “so pleasant-looking,

good-natured, and soft-spoken that it’s hard to imagine Craven as the director of two of the

most violent films ever made.” The extensive interview also indicates that early in Craven’s

career he was looking to shake off the restraints of being a genre director, explaining that he

spent “two or three years after [Last House] writing and developing scripts of social importance.

However, no one was interested in them.” Craven explains that he’s drawn toward “dreams and

nightmares … I think films are dreams. They’re manufactured realities that we created to help

allay our fears and deal with our terrors in a magical way.” By referencing Bergman, Luis

Buñuel, Alfred Hitchcock, and Truffaut, Craven indicates that even though he works in the

horror genre, his influences are decidedly more European and more consciously artistic. As



with the previous interview, Craven previews his next project, “A Nightmare on Elm Street … I

wrote it myself. It’s about a teenage girl who has nightmares that start to come true.”By 1986,

Craven’s career as a horror auteur had been cemented through the colossal success of A

Nightmare on Elm Street. With that capital, Craven worked in television, directing six episodes

of The Twilight Zone and a Disney television film, Casebusters. Interviewed in Fangoria—a

periodical that would consistently publish features on him and his work for the subsequent

decades—Craven is an artist in transition, moving from the low-budget world of horror into the

mainstream with television and, finally, into the studio system with Deadly Friend. What Craven

does not know in this interview is that Deadly Friend would be a commercial and critical

disaster, reviled by horror fans and mainstream audiences alike. His vision of the work, more

aligned with its source material (the novel Friend), was quite different from the final, released

film. Attempting to exploit Craven’s name and association with A Nightmare on Elm Street,

Warner Bros. demanded a title change and the addition of outrageous gore. The resulting

product seems to be a mélange of ET sentimentalism, the teen romance genre, the “cute

robot” fad of the 1980s, and cartoonishly absurd violence. Recognizing the demands as a

studio director, Craven confesses that he’s “willing to go along” and that “I don’t think [adding

gore is] going to ruin that progression in my career at all.” In fact, he would remain a director

associated with horror for the remainder of his life. At the time, Craven finds himself satisfied

with his newfound status as a studio director, explaining, “It’s nice being on a lot with other

filmmakers. My office is two doors from Sydney Pollack’s. It’s a great feeling. I’m far from being

comfortable or smug, but it’s like I’m finally in the industry, part of that moviemaking

tradition.”Dennis Fischer’s lengthy 1988 interview, “Wes Craven, Director of Nightmares,”

reflects the cultural fascination with the A Nightmare on Elm Street franchise and, specifically,

the Freddy Krueger character. Monsterland’s Nightmare on Elm Street, The Freddy Krueger

Story is a standalone magazine serving as a companion of sorts to the Nightmare films. The

interview within recounts in detail Craven’s shooting of Last House, the development of Deadly

Blessing, and the agonizing challenges of filming Swamp Thing. This is the first interview in the

collection that chronicles the filming of A Nightmare on Elm Street and aligns Craven with

genre masters such as Brian DePalma, John Carpenter, David Cronenberg, and Joe

Dante.Michael Banka’s 1990 exchange with the director in the revered Cineaste reveals that

Craven’s oeuvre is also worthy of discourse amongst cinephiles and intellectuals. The

thoughtful discussion focuses primarily on his recent releases Shocker and The Serpent and

the Rainbow, while Craven once again reveals his sophisticated influences such as “Buñuel …

the Europeans such as Bergman, Fellini, Cocteau, Truffaut. Also writers like Tolstoy,

Dostoyevsky, Kafka … the Theatre of the Absurd. American movies, though not so much

Hitchcock as Howard Hawks and John Ford, especially for their well-rounded characters, which

you usually don’t find in horror movies.” Revealing how graphic horror and so-called “splatter

movies” had moved into the mainstream, the Fangoria offshoot publication Toxic Horror catered

to “gore hounds” who desired a more shocking type of cinema. David Henry Jacobs’s interview,

upon the release of 1990’s Shocker, finds Craven struggling with the MPAA, while also

explaining the “reality” of zombies and the primal urges of the early humans that gave birth to

Freddy’s famed clawed hand. Craven also previews his next projects, The People Under the

Stairs and a film entitled Cold Eye. Of course, Cold Eye was never developed into a Craven

film. What is interesting is that Craven explains, “Shocker was done with complete artistic

control. There was no interference whatsoever aside from the MPAA. This is exactly the film I

set out to make.” Though Shocker did not establish a franchise à la A Nightmare on Elm Street,

Craven’s pleasure with the process and product seemingly proves that the studios not only



trusted Craven as a competent director, but also viewed him as a craftsman whose best work

could be produced with minimal interference. Unfortunately, for Craven, studio interference with

his work would reemerge in the 2000s.Returning to Fangoria to speak to Marc Shapiro about

The People Under the Stairs in 1992, Craven “appears poised for a new beginning, one that

finds him in a creative and personal sense, in a state of grace.” Craven contextualizes the film

within the continuum of his other family horror projects and is enthusiastic about his upcoming

TV series Nightmare Café. Once again Craven revels in the freedom that he has working as a

studio director, albeit one working in the horror genre. Craven gleefully notes, “I’m typecast as

a horror filmmaker … But that’s not necessarily bad … I’ve got a lot of power within the genre

that has not been afforded me outside of it. Look what I’ve got when I’m doing genre films, I’ve

got my own production company, script and cast approval, and I don’t have to show dailies to

anybody.” Seemingly, Craven has accepted the confines of the horror genre knowing that the

agency and freedom he has attained is rare in Hollywood.After years away from the A

Nightmare on Elm Street franchise, Craven unleashed a postmodern, meta-commentary

regarding horror and the Freddy Krueger mythos in Wes Craven’s New Nightmare. Anticipating

fan enthusiasm, Fangoria released a one-shot Official Movie Magazine chronicling the

development and production of the film. In an interview included in this volume, Craven has

accepted his role as “Freddy’s father,” yet New Nightmare pushes at the dynamics of artistry,

creation, evil, and legend. Aware of his fans, Craven also speaks about the long-developing

Freddy vs. Jason, which not only creates an old-fashioned “monster mash” of the horror icons,

but would theoretically reunite Craven with his former collaborator Sean S. Cunningham,

creator of Friday the 13th. Eventually that film would be made in 2003, but without Craven’s

direct involvement.Between the existential and artistic explorations in Wes Craven’s New

Nightmare and his later popular and critical success with Scream, Craven helmed a large

Hollywood film anchored by a blockbuster, A-list actor: Eddie Murphy. Serving as essentially a

director for hire for Vampire in Brooklyn, Craven worked with an impressive group of

performers, including Angela Bassett, but the project itself was doomed by an inadequate

script, the considerable weight and influence Murphy brought to the project, and a studio who

wanted to capitalize on its comedic leading man to the detriment of the film’s more horrific

elements. Marc Shapiro’s interview with Craven captures the filmmaker as a dutiful and

supportive director promoting a project. There are indications within this interview of some of

the film’s weaknesses, namely an inconsistent tone, yet Craven remains faithful to the project,

commenting that “there’s a strength in the marketplace that comes from working with actors

with known names. It gives you more leverage, and it gets your projects out there.” Aware of the

horror fan legions consuming Fangoria, Craven comments on the long developing Freddy vs.

Jason film, while also noting that he is days away from a greenlight on The Haunting, a film

eventually developed by DreamWorks for Jan de Bont. What Craven did not know was that his

next project about a certain Ghostface killer terrorizing high school horror fans would reanimate

the slasher subgenre, reinvigorate the horror genre, and prove once again that Craven was a

relevant and important filmmaker.Craven’s status as a filmmaker could not be better evidenced

than being selected to be the subject of an hour-long documentary for the American Film

Institute’s The Directors series. The 1999 program features extensive interviews with Craven as

well as with actors from his productions. Craven’s elevated artistic reputation in the wake of

Scream is evidenced by other directors who received their own installments in the series,

namely Steven Spielberg, Clint Eastwood, Spike Lee, and Martin Scorsese. The

comprehensive interview chronicles Craven’s fundamentalist upbringing, his time working in

exploitation as well as the challenges of studio interference, and the success of Scream. At the



time of the documentary’s filming, Craven had completed his first major non-horror film for a

studio. Music of the Heart, starring Meryl Streep, who would receive an Academy Award

nomination for her performance, not only explores the dynamics of artistry and education, but

also demonstrates Craven’s ability to work outside the genre. Yet, the film was not too

dissimilar from Craven’s other work. As scholar Will Dodson has noted, “Music of the Heart

was, for Craven, a chance to leave the horror genre for a straight, middle-of-the-road drama.

Craven’s common themes made their way into the film, however. Music of the Heart is a film

about fractured families, children coping with abuse, parents and children alike coping with

trauma, and dreams. Not the nightmares and dreamscapes of Craven’s horror films, but

dreams nonetheless, conveyed and articulated through music.” Most notable within the

American Film Institute interview is the testimony provided by Craven’s actors about his ability

to support and collaborate with performers, often creating a family atmosphere on set, serving

as a surrogate father figure to many. From these adulations, including praise from Streep, by

this time, Craven has not only strengthened his reputation as a filmmaker, but has emerged as

an “actor’s director” who understands the dynamics and demands of performance.The two

subsequent interviews, J.M. and Randy Lofficier’s 1999 exchange and 2001’s “Last

Housemates” by David A. Szulkin focus on Craven’s exploitation roots and his work on Last

House on the Left. Of note, “Last Housemates” is a joint interview with Craven and his longtime

friend and former collaborator, Sean S. Cunningham. From their conversation, we encounter

two filmmakers attempting to make sense of the financial expectations of filmmaking in the new

century, while also reflecting on the implications of such successful horror films as The Sixth

Sense and The Blair Witch Project.In 2005, in an excursion beyond the expectations of the

horror genre, Craven directed the suspense/thriller Red Eye. With radio host Andrea Chase on

PRX’s Behind the Scenes, Craven speaks about the fear of flying, the strength of women in his

films, and the constant struggle with the MPAA. Within the interview, Craven—in academic

mode—explains thatin a horror film you’re dealing with things that are almost oceanic, these

kind of primal fears that we have as human beings, as bodies. I always tell film students you

know it is about that fact that there’s ![ of an inch of skin between you and bleeding to death, and

so the edged weapon, knives are just iterations of the claws of animals that chased us around

as we were first emerging. That’s what horror films are about.Marc Shapiro’s 2005 “The Cursed

Is Over” chronicles the mishaps and Miramax’s interference in the notorious and troubled

production of Cursed. Billed as a reunion between Craven and Scream screenwriter Kevin

Williamson that would reinvent the werewolf subgenre, the studio demanded reshoots and

recasting while in production, resulting in a completely different film from the one initially

written. As Shapiro writes, “it’s painful for [Craven] to discuss Cursed on any level.”Similar to

the American Film Institute’s The Directors documentary, Fangoria Screamography: Wes

Craven is an hour-long filmed conversation between Fangoria editor Anthony Timpone and

Craven. More than in any other interview, Craven narrates the challenges of desert filming for

The Hills Have Eyes, the development of A Nightmare on Elm Street, and the effect Scream

had upon audiences, while also reflecting upon films, such as Shocker, that pleased him as a

filmmaker, yet were unable to locate a sizable audience. By now, as an elder statesman of the

genre, Craven concludes the interview reveling in his longevity, laughing that he’s “just an

animal that makes films and maybe they won’t let me do it after a while but as long as I can,

I’m going to keep making films.”In 2006, Wes Craven stepped outside of the horror genre once

again, contributing a segment to the anthology film Paris, je t’aime. His short piece joined

others directed by such respected filmmakers as Joel and Ethan Coen, Alfonso Cuarón, Tom

Twyker, Gus Van Sant, Alexander Payne, and Olivier Assayas. Bilge Ebiri’s thoughtful interview



probes Craven’s involvement with the film, his admiration for Oscar Wilde’s writings, the

presence of romance in Craven’s films, and the challenges of directing outside of one’s primary

genre. Jason Zingale’s “A Chat with Wes Craven,” also from 2007, continues Craven’s

reflections upon Paris, je t’aime.Steven Prokopy (writing as “Capone”) converses with Craven

at length about the film 25/8 (later retitled as My Soul to Take) as well as his struggles with

Cursed and Hollywood’s obsession with remakes. Scott Tobias’s interview with Craven for the

AV Club (2009) focuses upon an artist reflecting on his filmography and development as a

director, while Mike Marano’s piece in SciFi Magazine finds Craven eager to discuss his new

project, My Soul to Take. Though the film would later fail both critically and commercially,

Craven’s pleasure in the project indicates that he still retains artistic freedom in his directing

ventures.Returning, along with screenwriter Williamson, to the Scream franchise in 2011,

Craven speaks to Perri Nemiroff and then Christina Radish about the resurrection of the

franchise. Craven contemplates My Soul to Take’s failure—“When you do a film like My Soul to

Take and people think it sucks, that hurts. We put a lot of work into it and it’s a good film, but

you go on”—while celebrating his return to Scream: “The good feeling about doing this film was

getting back with old friends, working on something that I thought was really good.”That same

year, Jeremy Smith (writing as “Mr. Beaks”) questions Craven about the Scream legacy, the

influence of the internet upon filmmaking, and working with Williamson over the years. In

MovieMaker Magazine, Craven shares with Bryan Reesman his reactions to the Scary Movie

spoof films and the devastation he felt with the failure of My Soul to Take, and provides a

candid assessment of the horror genre: “I think … in some ways the material [for horror films]

isn’t that deep.”Following the completion of Scream 4, Craven spoke to Eric Walkulski, reacting

to the intersections of film, television, and the internet; the possibly of a Scream 5; and the

development of his first comic book series. In his final interview with Fangoria, W. Bruce

McVicar’s “Father of Freddy,” Craven narrates the origin and development of A Nightmare on

Elm Street, its cultural reverberations, and how the film shaped him as a filmmaker. Hip-Hop

artist R.A. the Rugged Man conducts a rollicking conversation with Craven that moves from

Cronenberg, turning Music of the Heart into a horror film, and the hazards of playing with

Freddy’s notorious glove. In his final published interview, Craven invited Jennifer Juniper to his

home for an extended exchange. Craven—who does not reveal his declining health—speaks at

length about the role of women in his films and ends the interview in the way that he began

many—addressing his childhood and upbringing in a fundamentalist family.With Craven’s 2015

death, fans and scholars alike mourned the passing of a filmmaker whose singular vision of

horror and terror shaped cinematic nightmares for thirty years. Craven’s legacy continues, be it

through the Scream TV series (2015–2016), the various reboots and revisits, the countless

fansites and fanfilms, or simply the unfettered popularity of Freddy Krueger and Ghostface

costumes each Halloween. Undoubtedly, Craven’s visions of deranged hippies, cannibalistic

desert dwellers, a metal-clawed madman, and a cinephiliac serial killer will forever haunt film

aficionados.Craven has been the subject of three full length books: John Kenneth Muir’s Wes

Craven: The Art of Horror; Brian J. Robb’s Screams and Nightmares: The Films of Wes Craven;

and John Wooley’s Wes Craven: The Man and His Nightmares. These works have contributed

enormously to considerations of Craven’s films. Wes Craven: Interviews is the first volume

dedicated to interviews with the director. As Craven was also a public personality known

through the popular success of his films, especially A Nightmare on Elm Street and Scream,

he granted numerous interviews, from magazines and newspapers to television and radio

programs. That said, Craven himself was persona non grata (as a result of his association with

the notorious Last House on the Left) amongst most film journalists and critics until the 1990s,



resulting in a scarcity of early career interviews. This volume provides the transcripts for two

extensive interviews that have never been published previously. The American Film Institute’s

The Directors: Wes Craven is a career-spanning video interview with Craven as well as many

of his collaborators. Fangoria’s Screamography of Craven also chronicles the director’s rise

from exploitation filmmaker to a position as a “Master of Horror.” These interviews are

important components of Craven’s legacy, and I hope their inclusion within will further provide

Craven scholars with a wealth of material from which to construct more projects.As with other

installments in University Press of Mississippi’s Conversations with Filmmakers Series, this

volume includes interviews drawn from a wide variety of publications, journals, and websites. It

is my intention to most accurately represent the writers, interviewers, and Craven himself in

hopes to better analyze, historicize, and theorize the director’s work.Of course, the completion

of such a volume as this relies on the support, goodwill, and patience of many individuals and

institutions. I would first like to thank Emily Bandy at University Press of Mississippi for her

encouragement and tireless correspondence. Her enthusiasm for the project has been a

constant. Her colleagues at the press, especially project manager Shane Gong Stewart and

intern Kjirsten Whitsell, have also been supporters of this endeavor. I have longed to compile a

work such as this, and I could not be any happier with their collaboration and guidance. I also

thank all the writers, publishers, and editors who worked with me in bringing these materials

together into a volume. The writers within this work have created an amazing array of

interviews that will forever solidify Craven’s standing as a filmmaker. It is because of their

provocative questions and their writing that Craven—an erudite, philosophical artist—was able

to share his thoughts on his craft and artistry.On a personal note, Keaton and Kieran are

impressively patient children, understanding that their father’s toiling away at the computer is

not only a component of his occupation, but is also an important expression of his yearning for

knowledge. Gretchen Hedrick has remained a loyal friend and source of support through this

process. Don and Artyce Hedrick have been loyal supporters as well. Kansas State University’s

theatre program (especially Jennifer Vellenga, David Mackay, and Jerry Jay Cranford) and the

film and media studies certificate program have all been tireless supporters of my research

and teaching. The Popular Culture Association has been my scholarly family of choice of the

past decade, especially the Horror Area (Text, Media, Culture), led by Tiffany Bryant and Jim

Iaccino. They have fostered conversations and panels that have truly propelled Horror Studies

forward, and I am grateful to them. Scholar Carl Swanson has been a constant contributor to

my approaches to horror, always challenging me to engage with the genre in new and unique

ways. My parents Danny and Diane accepted my horror-obsessed childhood and my identity

as an early-age-bona-fide “Horror Geek” without any qualms, forever setting the standard for

parental support and guidance.I must also thank my English, film, and theater teachers

throughout the years (John Tibbetts, George Wedge, Steve Grossman, Kae Koger, Mark

Medoff, Chuck Berg, Mike Vanden Heuvel, Jan Jones, and Robert Wyche) who have all

shaped me as a person and scholar. I also thank the many scholars, journalists and writers

who granted permission to reprint their work. It is their words and interactions with Mr. Craven

that are published in this volume. Without their labor, this project—obviously—would not

exist.Finally, I dedicate this volume to all the students with whom I have worked over the years

—from teaching middle and high school in Texas and New Mexico to instructing college in

Oklahoma, Wisconsin, and Kansas—it is impossible for me to imagine my life without you and

your conversations. You will never know how impactful you have been on my life and

scholarship. I know it is a cliché, but my love for teaching comes from my love of learning—and

I am able to learn from my students on a daily basis. For that, I am fortunate.SBS
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Michael Samerdyke, “A very interesting book that makes you think. I have read a number of the

U. of Mississippi Press' "Interviews with Filmmakers" series, and this is one of the best.Craven

was a very interesting guy. It seems every interviewer asks him how he came to make "Last

House on the Left," and he manages to keep the story interesting over the years.His career

had a lot of ups and downs, but the thing that comes across is that you have to keep working,

keep moving. If a project fails, you don't dwell on it but throw yourself into the next one.One

thing this book does is show how much movies changed during the course of Craven's career.

Suddenly, he has to worry about spoilers and trying to keep plot twists from the internet. Also,

he can make money from commentary tracks on DVDs, something no previous U. of M.

interview book has mentioned.To sum up, this is an interesting book that will make you think.”

Joe Moggs, “The Thoughts and Philosophies of a Horror Master. There have been a modest

number of books published on Wes Craven over the years including Brian J. Robb’s Screams &

Nightmares, John Kenneth Muir’s Wes Craven: The Art of Horror and John Wooley’s biography

Wes Craven: The Man and his Nightmares. Each of these volumes, which I happen to own, are

interesting and worthwhile. However, Wes Craven: Interviews, edited by Shannon Blake

Skelton, is different to the aforementioned books in that it details the life and career of its

subject through the interviews he conducted between the years 1980 to 2015 (the year of

Craven’s death from brain cancer at the age of seventy-six).The twenty-nine interviews that

have been selected are, for the most part, fascinating and deeply revealing, and come from

such publications as Fangoria, Twilight Zone Magazine and Cineaste. Craven proves himself a

profoundly thoughtful and intelligent man, offering his thoughts on a wide range of subjects and

themes that unearth his intellectual concerns. In his 1990 interview with Michael Banka of

Cineaste, Craven pointedly says: “I like exploring the human psyche, especially its uncharted

and irrational aspects. There’s so much in the realm of human consciousness that doesn’t fit

into consensus reality.”Although Craven’s most infamous movies (such as Last House on the

Left, The Hills Have Eyes, A Nightmare on Elm Street and Scream) are given plenty of space,

there are excellent articles on some of the filmmaker’s most neglected and underrated works

(such as The Serpent and the Rainbow, The People Under the Stairs and the six episodes of

The New Twilight Zone he directed in the mid-1980s). The final interview from the year of his

death, conducted by Jennifer Juniper Stratford, makes for some poignant reading. At one point,

Craven says, “At a certain point you realise that on your tombstone it will say ‘I gave birth to

Freddy Krueger.’” One achievement of Skelton’s book is to remind us that Craven did a whole

lot more than just that.”

Darius, “Muy interesante. Lleno de entrevistas sobre toda la filmografía del director.”

The book by Andrew Meier has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 8 people have provided feedback.
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