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A NOTE FROM the DUFFERS

[image: ]


WE CAME UP WITH THE IDEA FOR STRANGER Things on the morning of October 4, 2013. We still remember the thrill of cracking the first broad strokes of the story as we walked the uneven sidewalks of Los Feliz, California—a small-town ’80s setting, an interdimensional monster, a secret government base, a kidnapped child, and the people determined to bring him back: a mother, his best friends, a mysterious girl with powers, and a troubled police chief. From the start, we felt it could be something special.

Still, we never could’ve imagined we’d actually get to make the show—let alone that, twelve years later, we’d still be telling this story. We couldn’t have foreseen how much it would grow in scope and complexity, or how many brilliant artists would join us to help bring it to life. And we certainly never could have anticipated the overwhelming support from the incredible, multigenerational fans who would come along for the ride.

It’s because of you—the fans—that we wanted this book to exist. Your passion gave us the confidence and stamina to keep going year after year, and your support allowed us to tell this story from beginning to end exactly the way we envisioned it. You’ve always been a part of Stranger Things, and this book is our way of bringing you even closer—a look behind the curtain into a world we’ve all built together.

Inside, you’ll hear from some of the artists who helped shape Hawkins and its unlikely band of heroes—from our beloved cast, most of whom quite literally grew up on the show, to many of our closest creative collaborators, including Chris Trujillo (production designer), Amy Parris (costume designer), Dean Zimmerman (editor), Michael Maher Jr. (concept artist), and Michael Stein and Kyle Dixon (composers). Through their voices and memories, you’ll see just how much love, care, and attention went into even the smallest detail. This show is not just our vision, but the vision of many—a collaborative effort on a grand scale.

As the story of Mike, Eleven, Will, Hopper, and the rest comes to a close, we hope you enjoy looking back as much as we did.

It’s a journey we will never forget.

Thank you for being part of it.

–MATT AND ROSS





INTRODUCTION
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IT WAS MID-NOVEMBER 2023 AND THE California sun was streaming over the hills of Los Angeles’s fashionable Silver Lake neighborhood, bathing its winding streets in a warm golden glow. But inside one of the enclave’s artfully appointed two-story residences, an all-encompassing darkness was brewing as Stranger Things’ creators Matt and Ross Duffer found themselves trapped in the Upside Down. The nightmare realm had ensnared not only the brothers but also the show’s writers, Kate Trefry, Paul Dichter, Curtis Gwinn, and Caitlin Schneiderhan, all of whom were working together to craft the ending to one of the twenty-first century’s most beloved TV shows.

The Duffers and their creative partners already had sketched out a solid outline for the series’ fifth season, which would see the show’s heroes make their last stand against psionic supervillain Vecna. Now, it was time to fill in the details of the harrowing adventure, many of which had been scrawled across an enormous whiteboard in the lounge area of the home they’d rented to use as a writers’ room. Plotlines, character arcs, surprise reveals—all the most coveted secrets of the final season were there, scribbled in dry-erase marker, for their eyes only.

Taking turns at the board, the Duffers made frequent notations and alterations as the writers puzzled out answers to some of the series’ most mind-bending mysteries, always pausing to ensure that the ideas tracked with the extensive mythology they’d created over nearly a decade. In many ways, the process was the same as it had been on earlier seasons, but in one significant respect, it was radically different. It was the last time the group would meet like this—and the pressure they faced to fashion a worthy conclusion to an epic saga, one beloved by audiences all over the world, was unimaginable.

“Endings are notoriously difficult, but we’ve got to try to land the plane,” Matt Duffer says. “Not only do we want to create an exciting final story for the season, but we have to wrap up all of the character arcs in a satisfying way. Mostly, the anxiety is spent making sure it’s as good as it can possibly be, but we also don’t want to overthink it because it’s the last season. What we’re trying to do is stay true to what feels right to us and the other writers in the room.” Still, adds Ross Duffer, they never forgot how much was riding on the last installment: “It’s always there in the back of our heads.” Perhaps, but when it came to all things Stranger Things, the brothers had good reason to trust their instincts.



“It wasn’t trying to be any of the things that inspired it. It just was great and felt like you were transported to 1980.”

BACK WHEN THE DUFFERS WERE first crafting their supernatural coming-of-age drama, they had never imagined that the series would become a once-in-a-generation cultural phenomenon. The fact that they were creating a television series at all was something of a surprise to them as Matt and Ross Duffer grew up dreaming of making movies. The siblings had developed a love for cinema while growing up in North Carolina, where they frequented the local multiplex with their father and watched such 1980s classics as E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, The Goonies, and Tim Burton’s Batman on VHS at home.

They began making films of their own at the age of eight after receiving a Hi-8 camera as a gift from their parents; their first feature-length tale was a fantasy based on the popular trading card game Magic: The Gathering. In high school, they branched out into both comedy and horror with amateur productions starring their friends. Wes Craven’s 1996 satirical horror flick Scream was a particularly important influence, but the Duffers also had fallen in love with the work of genre heavyweights including John Carpenter, M. Night Shyamalan, and Sam Raimi, not to mention the fiction of Stephen King. They honed their moviemaking skills further at Chapman University’s Dodge College of Film and Media Arts in Orange, California; their thesis project was a short, titled Eater, about a shapeshifting cannibal on the loose in a police station, based on a short story by horror writer Peter Crowther.

At just twenty-seven, the Duffers sold their screenplay for the inventive psychological thriller Hidden to Warner Bros. and landed a deal to direct. But the young filmmakers were left frustrated by their first real encounter with Hollywood. The film, about a desperate family living inside a bomb shelter after a deadly virus decimates their town, starred future Emmy winner Alexander Skarsgård (HBO’s Big Little Lies, Succession) and Oscar nominee Andrea Riseborough (To Leslie), yet it received only a cursory release in September 2015—three years after it had been shot.

“Warner Bros. didn’t know what to do with the movie because it was so small,” Matt Duffer says. “It was a hard experience to go through. It feels like you’re pounding on the door, begging to get let into the party, and you’re finally let in, and then it feels like it was an accident.”

As disappointing as the situation was, the Duffers quickly landed another golden opportunity. Impressed by the Hidden script, Oscar-nominated writer-director M. Night Shyamalan (The Sixth Sense, Unbreakable) hired the duo to work on the sci-fi TV series he was executive producing, Wayward Pines (which ran on the Fox network from 2015 to 2016). The pair wrote four of the first season’s ten episodes, learning how to revise scripts on the fly.

By that point, they’d developed a newfound interest in serialized storytelling after watching Steven Soderbergh’s period medical drama The Knick and seeing ads promoting the first season of the mystery series True Detective. They began to look through earlier screenplays they’d written, hunting for ideas that might be appropriate for television. One stood out: a mystery set during the Cold War, an era when conspiracy theories about covert government operations had first begun to multiply.

Drawing inspiration from Denis Villeneuve’s 2013 crime thriller Prisoners, which centered around two children who go missing, the Duffers centered much of their principal story on the search for a missing child; to bring in an element of horror, they opted to include monsters. Within weeks, they’d written a pilot for a 1980-set limited series titled Montauk. “That gave us a lot of confidence, as far as the script was concerned,” Ross Duffer recalls. “We were like, if it’s working this quickly, that’s a really good sign.”

They chose to set the story in the coastal Long Island community as a nod to their favorite film of all time, 1975’s Jaws, which took place in the fictional beach town of Amity Island. The pilot opened in the basement of a two-story suburban home where twelve-year-old Mike Wheeler was playing Dungeons & Dragons with best friends Lucas Sinclair, Dustin Henderson, and Will Byers. During the game, a fearsome monster called the Demogorgon confronts their party of adventurers, claiming Will’s wizard character.

Later that night on his bike ride home, Will encounters a menacing figure in the distance and crashes into the woods. Fearful, he races back to his house and locks the front door, only to discover he’s there alone, his mom and older brother nowhere to be found. Running to the shed, he loads the family rifle in preparation for a violent standoff that never comes. Moments later, he’s gone, seemingly vanishing into thin air.

As the hours turn to days, his working-class mom, Joyce, grows increasingly frantic. The townspeople, led by no-nonsense sheriff Jim Hopper, undertake a search for Will, but are unable to locate him. Striking out on their own, his friends embark on a search, but instead of finding Will, they discover someone different altogether. In the final drafts of the script, that figure turns out to be a frightened young girl known only as Eleven. Future episodes reveal that she has spent her childhood confined to a secret government lab where the cruel scientist Dr. Martin Brenner cultivates her telekinetic powers.

Initially, however, the character was very different. “This was when we were still trying to figure out what the show was,” recalls Matt Duffer. “We always envisioned this character who had psionic abilities who would escape from the secret laboratory and was on the run from the government and was connected to the disappearance of Will. But that character was an older male. He was supposed to seem threatening at first.”

Thinking back to Steven Spielberg’s E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, one of the films that had been foundational to the brothers’ understanding of compelling, character-driven storytelling, the Duffers soon realized how much richer the interpersonal relationships would become if the character was a girl the boys’ own age. “It allowed us to have an E.T. vibe,” Matt Duffer says. “Mike invites this girl home and has to hide her in his house. We thought that there was a lot of comedy to be mined there because these are twelve-year-old boys who don’t know how to deal with girls at all, who are terrified of girls. But you have this girl who’s not even a regular girl, she’s strange. Weirdly, that almost makes it easier for Mike to relate to her because she’s an outsider.”

With that basic premise in place, the Duffers fashioned a twenty-three-page look book that served as a companion document to the screenplay and was designed to help them pitch the series, which they described as “an epic tale of sci-fi and horror.” Full of detailed character breakdowns, biographies, and descriptions of the tone and style the Duffers had in mind, the look book made their ideas for the series tangible, yet they could find no takers for the project.

The idea was rejected between ten and twelve times, with various production companies suggesting that the 1980s period setting was a strike against the project, as was the fact that it centered on middle-school-aged protagonists yet wasn’t targeted to children. Several producers even suggested removing the kids and telling the story entirely from Hopper’s point of view.

Eventually, the Duffers’ script made its way to filmmaker Shawn Levy’s production company 21 Laps. Known for directing the Night at the Museum films and for producing the Academy Award–winning Arrival, Levy and production executive Dan Cohen immediately locked onto what the Duffers were trying to achieve and agreed to back the series. “The quality was so high, the characters were so real,” says Cohen. “It wasn’t trying to be any of the things that inspired it. It just was great and felt like you were transported to 1980.”

Soon afterward, in March 2015, the Duffers, Levy, and Cohen sat down with Netflix. The then-burgeoning streamer was keen to find programming that would not only appeal to viewers in their teens and twenties, but also audiences across the demographic spectrum; they sparked to the Duffers and their storytelling approach. Only one month later, they ordered the series—a leap of faith for all parties. “This is the kind of thing I can’t underline enough—none of us in that room had ever produced hit television, so this was a real big bet,” Levy says.



THE NEXT SIXTEEN MONTHS SAW a rush of activity that required decisiveness and quick thinking. Despite extensive location scouting on the northern tip of Long Island, the production couldn’t find a locale that could accommodate an extended shoot. Inspired by movies like Breaking Away or Close Encounters of the Third Kind, both of which took place in the heartland, the brothers decided to relocate the series to Middle America—specifically the fictional town of Hawkins, Indiana.

The new setting necessitated a title change: Stranger Things had a certain ring to it, and it also looked great in the title treatment design. At that point, the Duffers began recruiting department heads to help realize their vision for the drama. The team included production designer Chris Trujillo and set decorator Jess Royal, who had collaborated with Trujillo on indie films including 2014’s Little Accidents and Johnny Frank Garrett’s Last Word. The team then got to work envisioning the world the characters inhabited, as well as the contours of the spooky alternative dimension that came to be known as the Upside Down.

“The quality was so high, the characters were so real.”
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Despite the show’s Midwestern setting, the series was headquartered in Atlanta, at what was then Screen Gems Studios (Cinespace bought the facility in 2023). Locations in and around Georgia’s capital provided the ideal backdrop in terms of geography and architecture. Meanwhile, the Duffers partnered with award-winning casting director Carmen Cuba to search for a combination of accomplished veterans and promising newcomers for the show’s major roles.

To play Joyce Byers, they turned to Winona Ryder, the Academy Award–nominated actress who rose to superstardom in the 1980s and 1990s, working with some of the greatest directors of all time including Tim Burton, Martin Scorsese, and Francis Ford Coppola. “Winona was a perfect fit,” Cuba says. “People have a strong connection to her from her very magical early work, but I especially loved that this would highlight her as a grown-up mother to children as complex as the ones she herself once played. It just made sense.”

In her hands, Joyce was no longer a “tough, hard-ass Long Island mom,” as Matt Duffer once described the character. Rather, she became a multifaceted figure, someone doggedly determined to do whatever it takes to rescue her youngest son. She was the Stranger Things answer to Roy Neary, Richard Dreyfuss’s character from Close Encounters of the Third Kind—someone whose behavior seems like madness to those around her, but who is, in fact, the only one who understands the truth about the events that are unfolding. Joyce was the perfect foil to hard-bitten chief of police Jim Hopper, played by David Harbour, a well-respected actor who had amassed an impressive, decades-long career that included such acclaimed films as Revolutionary Road and Black Mass, the television series The Newsroom, and a Tony-nominated turn in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? on Broadway.

Nearly four hundred actors auditioned for each of the young male characters, yet Ross Duffer remembers the experience of casting the parts as relatively serendipitous. “Surprisingly, it wasn’t that difficult,” he says. “You’re scrolling through dozens and dozens of these auditions, but with the kids we ended up casting, it was so instantly clear that that kid was special.”

Take Finn Wolfhard. Then just twelve years old, he’d had limited experience on television—and was auditioning while sick in bed. Still, his jittery, unbridled energy and affable demeanor instantly won over the Duffers. “Finn has a very specific kind of personality,” says Ross Duffer. “He’s fidgety. He talks fast, but we loved that he’s so very authentic and real, even though he wasn’t exactly how we imagined Mike. He was less cliché.”

Similarly, the Duffer brothers saw Gaten Matarazzo’s natural ebullience as an immediate boon to the series, sensing he would bring joyful comedic energy and spiky optimism to Mike’s pal Dustin. They even altered the character to better suit him—Matarazzo has cleidocranial dysplasia, a rare genetic disorder that impacts the bones and teeth, and the Duffers gave Dustin the same condition. “We had to have him in this show,” says Cuba. “He was so perfectly able to capture the spirit of Dustin and also was so connected to his own very unique self with such tenderness and humor and empathy.”

The role of Mike’s steadfast best friend Lucas went to Caleb McLaughlin, who happened to be a real-life friend of Matarazzo’s. The pair met when they were both performing on Broadway; McLaughlin was starring in a production of The Lion King as young Simba, while Matarazzo was in Les Misérables playing the resilient street urchin Gavroche. Despite his early success, McLaughlin understood from the start that Stranger Things was “just another level for me,” he says. “It was just like, ‘Wow, I’m getting ready to do something that I love with other kids as well.’”

Finally, the role of sweet and sensitive Will went to Noah Schnapp, who had made his feature film debut at age nine playing Tom Hanks’s son in Steven Spielberg’s 2015 Cold War spy thriller Bridge of Spies. Schnapp says, “They were like, ‘Oh, we want him.’ Everything fell into place.”

When the quartet met in person for a group screen test in Los Angeles in the summer of 2015, the young actors quickly developed a real rapport, and their comfort with one another helped them convincingly portray devoted friends. Recalls Wolfhard: “Gaten came in the room, and he was talking about how he had no collarbones. Like, Gaten is Dustin in a way. I thought he was a super funny kid. Caleb came in, it was the same deal. He was super cool and funny and super energetic.”

“It simultaneously functioned as a taut mystery, an earnest, character-driven story about the challenges of childhood, and a fable about summoning the courage to face down monsters, whatever form they might take.”

Filling out the ensemble, Natalia Dyer landed the part of Mike’s big sister, Nancy; Charlie Heaton, Will’s big brother, Jonathan; and Joe Keery, big man on the Hawkins High School campus, Steve Harrington. That left only one other major role left to fill: the mysterious Eleven. Millie Bobby Brown was the clear favorite. An almost preternaturally gifted actress, Brown could convey Eleven’s emotions, and her true inner fire, with only sparing dialogue. “She had an adult quality of stillness and intelligence, but a slight turn of her head or a certain look toward something off-camera would instantly remind you she’s just a child,” Cuba says.

The role was a breakthrough for the star, who had made her screen debut at age nine as a young Alice in Wonderland on the series Once Upon a Time. Brown says she was excited about the idea of playing Eleven—a character so far outside the realm of parts normally available to preteen actors. “Her ability to be vulnerable and her ability to be badass all at the same time, that’s what really attracted me,” Brown says.



ONCE FILMING GOT UNDERWAY on October 8, 2015, the cast and crew spent week after week working in relative anonymity, pouring their hearts into the series in the hopes that they were making an affecting drama that would resonate with audiences. When the show premiered on July 15, 2016, almost immediately, the reception surpassed anything that the cast and crew might have expected. Overnight, it became a sleeper hit, finding favor with critics and audiences alike and winning over such famous fans as King, Spielberg, and Guillermo del Toro.

For those steeped in the cinema and literature of the 1980s, the series was a delightful throwback that captured the spirit of the era’s fantastic storytelling, but the show’s appeal extended beyond any single demographic. It simultaneously functioned as a taut mystery, an earnest, character-driven story about the challenges of childhood, and a fable about summoning the courage to face down monsters, whatever form they might take.

Within days, it was no longer a sleeper hit, but rather a blockbuster that came to dominate the cultural conversation. The show was widely feted in Hollywood with accolades at nearly every major awards ceremony. Winona Ryder was nominated for a Golden Globe for best actress in a drama; the American Film Institute named the show one of the years’ best. It won top honors at the Producers Guild Awards and at the Screen Actors Guild awards in the drama series category.

And its popularity has only continued to grow. Across ten years and five seasons of television, Stranger Things has retained its hold over the zeitgeist thanks to the collective efforts of Matt and Ross Duffer and their top-tier creative collaborators—all of whom remained committed to increasingly ambitious storytelling that nevertheless centered the relationships among the characters.

With its final installments, the series only cemented its place in the cultural imagination.

By turns terrifying and heartbreaking, poignant and triumphant, the final volumes of out-of-this-world story-telling arrived as a breathtakingly expansive, overwhelmingly emotional testament to the central thesis that powered Stranger Things since its inception: Friendship is the ultimate superpower, and with care, compassion, and courage, there’s no evil in the world that can’t be conquered. That universally relatable foundation is ultimately the reason why the show first caught fire the way that it did—and why it will forever rank as a favorite across generations.
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