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When charismatic but down-on-his-luck Stanton Carlisle (Bradley Cooper) endears himself to 

clairvoyant Zeena (Toni Collette) and her has-been mentalist husband Pete (David Strathairn) at a traveling 

carnival, he crafts a golden ticket to success, using this newly acquired knowledge to grift the wealthy elite 

of 1940s New York Society.  With the virtuous Molly (Rooney Mara) loyally by his side, Stanton plots to con 

a dangerous tycoon (Richard Jenkins) with the aid of a mysterious psychiatrist (Cate Blanchett) who might 

be his most formidable opponent yet. 

 

Searchlight Pictures presents a Double Dare You production and Guillermo del Toro film, 

NIGHTMARE ALLEY, directed by Guillermo del Toro, with a screenplay by Guillermo del Toro & Kim Morgan, 

adapted from William Lindsay Gresham's novel.  The film stars Bradley Cooper, Cate Blanchett, Toni 

Collette, Willem Dafoe, Richard Jenkins, Rooney Mara, Ron Perlman, Mary Steenburgen, David Strathairn.  

The creative team includes producers Guillermo del Toro p.g.a, J. Miles Dale p.g.a. and Bradley Cooper 

p.g.a, director of photography Dan Laustsen, production designer Tamara Deverell, costume designer Luis 

Sequeira, editor Cameron McLaughlin, and composer Nathan Johnson. 

 

Darkness Waits for Those Who Seek It 
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ABOUT THE PRODUCTION 

 
“I was very interested in a story about destiny and humanity.  Stanton Carlisle is a man who is given all the 

elements to change his life. He has people who believe in him, who love him and trust him. Yet his drive 

and his own hubris are so strong that they turn him away from that.” 

         - Guillermo del Toro 

 

 With NIGHTMARE ALLEY, visionary storyteller Guillermo del Toro journeys into the most arrestingly 

dark, sweeping and realistic world – the cinematic world of film noir.  The film moves from the inner circle 

of a 1930s traveling carnival, a realm of shocks and wonders, to the halls of wealth and power where 

seduction and treachery reside.  At its core lies a man who sells his soul to the art of the con.  This is Stanton 

Carlisle (Bradley Cooper), a drifting hustler who transforms himself into a dazzling showman and 

manipulator so masterful he comes to believe he can outwit fate.  As Stanton makes his delirious rise, del 

Toro tracks a reckless American Dream running off the rails.   

 Del Toro’s film is based on William Lindsay Gresham’s fatalistic novel published in 1946 about a 

charismatic huckster consumed by uncontrolled ambition.  Naturally drawn to the macabre and profoundly 

human world of carnival sideshows, del Toro saw Gresham’s novel as autobiographical and wanted to 

explore the murky lines between illusion and reality, desperation and control, success, and tragedy.  He 

saw it as a cautionary tale about the dark side of American capitalism. 

 Del Toro reteams with master craftspeople cinematographer Dan Laustsen, production designer 

Tamara Deverell, costume designer Luis Sequeira and editor Cameron McLauchlin for NIGHTMARE ALLEY. 

With sharper edges than any movie he’s made, the film is a true hardboiled tale of crime, betrayal, and 

scathing comeuppance.   Even within its dusky contours, it retains a mythic quality and probing humanity 

that define such del Toro classics as Pan’s Labyrinth and The Shape of Water.  

Del Toro says he very consciously wanted to stretch his filmmaking in new directions.  “This is the 

first of my movies that, although it has a magical atmosphere, is not mannered or stylized.  It’s set in a 

reality that is identifiable and immediate,” he says.   

“NIGHTMARE ALLEY departs from the fantastical elements Guillermo is known for creating,” adds 

del Toro’s frequent collaborator, producer J. Miles Dale.  “But he brings to this new territory all his 

storytelling skills and design prowess.  Ultimately, he tells the story of a man hoisted onto his own karma.  

One of the film’s most powerful themes is that no man can outrun himself.” 

Within NIGHTMARE ALLEY, there are seething layers of corruption, vice, lust, betrayal, and cosmic 

absurdity that build as Stanton learns to cynically prey on the human need to believe in something outside 

themselves and our world.  Del Toro avoids the trademark visual aspects of noir, keeping the story speeding 

forwards, as Stanton’s life becomes a harrowing circle. Says del Toro, “I wanted to render a classic story in 

a very alive and contemporary way.  I wanted people to feel they are watching a story pertinent to our 

world.”   

Indeed, in its visceral realism, the film takes on the urgency of a moral fable—a   of fate’s bill 

coming due, structured to end with a bang.  “When an audience is invested in the story of a person’s rise, 

their greatest fear is the fall and that fall can be very emotionally strong,” says del Toro.   

Cate Blanchett, who brings a mix of strength and smoldering heat as the film’s reverse femme 
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fatale—the brilliant, avenging psychoanalyst Dr. Lilith Ritter—was drawn to those emotions.  She sees the 

story as a cautionary tale, one as class conscious as it is attuned to psychological demons, and one very 

much about how contempt and dread can obliterate all, even love.    

“NIGHTMARE ALLEY is about fear, about greed, and it’s about manipulation.  It has all the dark 

underpinnings of what seems to be a very polite society.  The world of the carnival might have some trickery 

and deceit, but it has the beating heart of a true community.  It is the high society in this film that is far 

more threatening and terrifying,” adds Blanchett. 

The ambitious shoot began in early 2020 with an all-star ensemble led by Cooper, Blanchett, Toni 

Collette, Willem Dafoe, Richard Jenkins, Rooney Mara, Ron Perlman, Mary Steenburgen, and David 

Strathairn.  In March that year, the global pandemic shut down production and the outside world took its 

own unsettling turn. Amid mounting concerns, del Toro, Dale and Cooper met, called the studio and when 

they came back to the set that evening, announced to the crew that the were stopping at that very moment. 

“We had no idea how long we would be gone days, weeks or months, but for safety’s sake we had to stop.” 

Commitment to the film was firm. “All the sets, set decor, props and lights remained in that dark studio for 

almost exactly 6 months, until we resumed in mid-September,” said producer Dale. “The carnival, which 

had already been mostly built, spent the spring and summer ageing authentically in the sun and the rain. 

We picked up exactly where we left off.” 

During that time, del Toro felt the swooping arc of Stanton Carlisle’s trip towards the abyss with 

even more clarity. “During the hiatus, the project actually became much more deeply ingrained in us, and 

we were able to analyze the characters and begin the editing process,” he says.   

 

SCREENPLAY: ADAPTING A NIGHTMARE 

 

Stanton Carlisle begins as a literal nobody, a man who has ditched a scarred past, and is so 

desperate to separate himself from his origins that he decides to join a passing carnival and become a 

member of a world unto itself. Here, no questions are asked, and no one cares who you were before, as 

long as you pitch in right now.  Stanton’s rise through the ranks of the carnival troupe continues onto the 

higher echelons of American society all against the background of the great depression in America.  

Del Toro co-wrote the screenplay with Kim Morgan, who is also film critic and journalist with a love 

of cinematic history.  Coincidentally, they were both admirers of the original novel, so they began by 

researching William Lindsay Gresham only to discover the author’s own life echoed Stanton Carlisle’s to a 

remarkable degree. Mesmerized as a kid by sideshows at Coney Island, Gresham maintained a lifelong 

fascination with them.  While serving in the Spanish Civil War, he struck up a friendship with a fellow soldier 

who regaled him with strange and lurid stories of his time at sideshows travelling at carnivals including the 

“geek” act.  After a stint editing true crime magazines, Gresham made his debut as a novelist with 

Nightmare Alley, which starts with a plunge into the unseen life of the carnival where Stanton Carlisle learns 

the eccentric carny traditions, learning from Pete and Zeena the Seer and then turning it into his own 

mentalist act. He realizes he can make a killing by using the mentalist act to offer fake solace to the wealthy 

bereaved.  The book keeps readers in Stanton’s point-of-view as he seduces people to trust him, all the 

while unable to escape his own fear.  “We were interested in highlighting this idea that people – then and 

now – have used spirituality to prey on innocent people,” says del Toro. 
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In 2010, the novel was seen anew as a pinnacle of mid-Century noir, among the most entertaining, 

hard-bitten reflections of a modern society.  Writing in the Washington Post that year, the critic Michael 

Dirda said, “Gresham's book chronicles a truly horrific descent into the abyss. Yet it's more than just a 

steamy noir classic. As a portrait of the human condition, Nightmare Alley is a creepy, all-too-harrowing 

masterpiece.” 

In their adaptation, Morgan and Del Toro also bring the women’s stories to the fore, and we follow 

Stanton’s arc as he becomes entangled with each one.  Says del Toro, “Thematically, I’m very interested in 

exploring the genre from a different point of view.  Instead of a femme fatale, I have three very strong 

female figures and an homme fatale.”  The savvy mentalist Zeena (Toni Collette) relishes the physical 

passion she finds with Stanton and opens his worldview on how to operate in America.  The disarming 

ingénue Molly (Rooney Mara) falls hard for his deceptive, aspirational optimism.  And the big city 

psychoanalyst Dr. Lilith Ritter (Cate Blanchett), herself a survivor of physical and psychic damage, sees 

through Stanton and sets out to manipulate the manipulator in a bid for self-claimed justice. Each helps 

Stanton harness his skills, yet they each watch him choose the most insidious path at every fork in the road.   

Once he learns how profitable delusion and deception can be, Stanton never turns back.  They saw 

it as a theme in present day America, but del Toro and Morgan equally steeped their screenplay in the 

mood of post-Depression America.  The adaptation is set in 1939, just as the nation had barely recovered 

from one World War and entered another, and as the country faced stark divisions.  “This time was in many 

ways the birth of modern America,” observes del Toro.    

In an era before television, the traveling carnival was the epitome of live, local entertainment for 

the masses.  The visitors transformed one muddy, small-town field after another promising to mystify, 

provoke and make a hard life a little more magical. As much as they offered alluring fairy tales to audiences, 

beneath the paint, tinsel, and outrageous claims, they could be exploitive and dehumanizing to their 

performers.  But they were also alternate communities for people who would otherwise be on the margins.  

Del Toro was captivated by this world of human contrasts and wanted to go deeper. “The carnival 

is an incredibly close-knit, hermetic society. It’s a place where people keep their secrets, and many are 

escaping a life of crime or a past they had to leave behind.  And yet, they form a strong society.  It’s almost 

like a microcosm of the world.  Everybody’s there to swindle everybody.  But at the same time, they know 

they need each other, and they protect one another.” 

Del Toro and Morgan also found themselves reading up on the history of the geek show, which 

takes on an epic significance in NIGHTMARE ALLEY.  Though outlawed in multiple states, it was often a 

carnival’s biggest money-making draw, and the truth behind the geek show was far more unsettling.  “It's 

important that this movie is set just after World War I, because that’s when many men were coming back 

from the war with addictions,” explains del Toro. “Some of those addicts became geeks are willing to eat 

live animals for their substance of choice.” 

The carnival geeks were usually opium junkies or alcoholics deprived of their fix, willing to do 

anything to avoid withdrawal.  In the carnival hierarchy, the geek was the lowest in their societal pecking 

order, reviled and pitied even by carnies.  Pulled from dark alleys in the dead of night, the geek is everything 

Stanton fears about himself.   

Del Toro and Morgan not only looked to Gresham’s striking descriptions to create a transporting 

carnival world but also to one of the most controversial, now celebrated films of the early 20th Century:  
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Tod Browning’s Freaks.  The 1932 revenge drama cast a diverse group of actual sideshow performers in 

what was then considered a scandalous horror film that staked out forbidden territory.   

“NIGHTMARE ALLEY pays homage to the importance of Freaks,” says producer Dale.  “Browning 

showed that when you look behind the carnival curtain, what you see is just normal folks relying on each 

other, loving each other and being part of a family.  That fits very well with Guillermo’s storytelling.”   

For del Toro, the storytelling process is near-infinite, and the script is not an endpoint.  During 

casting, as is typical of del Toro, some actors received a personalized bio of their character, replete with 

childhood backgrounds, psychological insights and even secrets the actors were never to divulge.  

 “I found Guillermo’s bio-outtake to be really generous,” says David Strathairn, who plays Pete, the 

mentalist who teaches Stanton all his tricks, offering all his hard-won knowledge.   “It was a really fun way 

to get inside Guillermo’s head.  As an actor, you can only play the moment, but the bio helped to inform 

tonal things and qualities of behavior. It was like getting a little short story about your character.”   

 

 

THE CHARACTERS 

 

“There are only two stories that are worth telling in any form: a character that wins everything and a 

character that loses everything.”  

- Guillermo del Toro 

 

BRADLEY COOPER as STANTON CARLISLE 

 

 In addition to his role as producer, Bradley Cooper’s unforgettable Stanton Carlisle is in nearly every 

frame of the film.  The role had to be fully and unflinchingly inhabited by someone with an intrinsic 

understanding of the sheer power of charisma with a hint of raw vulnerability, willing to venture into the 

most calculated and conniving sides of human ambition.   

From early on, del Toro felt Cooper had a grip on Stanton’s promises, as well as the cracks in his 

psyche.  Cooper approached the character as a man with a natural talent for showmanship and reading 

people, with impressive drive and resiliency, but who never develops any belief in love, truth, or justice.   

 “What Bradley brings is incredibly moving,” says del Toro.  “Bradley has all the goodness, physical 

beauty and innate grace to show what could be for Stanton. But at the same time, he has the skill to create 

a character of devastating darkness.”   

Cooper – who has starred in A Star is Born, Silver Linings Playbook, and American Sniper, to name 

a few – is not only one of the most sought-after actors of his generation, he’s also an acclaimed filmmaker 

with a writer-director’s sensibility for character and story.  An eight-time Academy Award® nominee in 

multiple categories, as a producer of NIGHTMARE ALLEY he became a close collaborator with del Toro and 

Dale. “We created everything around him as you would with a movie star in the 1930s--the haircut, the 

wardrobe, lighting, everything was tailor-made to Bradley,” says del Toro.    

 All three saw Stanton as unable to recover from a childhood in which he learned that ruthlessness, 

not love, is what allows a person to get by. The trick was in playing him as someone who is sinister but not 
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irredeemable—whose dark tragedy is that he resists any redemption and, though he fears being alone, 

takes for granted all the affection offered to him. 

“Stanton is a broken man who has learned to lie to get the reactions he wants from people. He is 

always trying not to show his real self. He is a mercurial character, who transforms according to 

circumstances,” describes del Toro. 

 To create this slippery persona, Cooper began with fundamentals.  He first focused on Stanton’s 

Mississippi-based drawl.  “As an actor, you need to believe your character’s circumstances, because if I 

believe them, then chances are you're going to believe them,” Cooper explains.  “Guillermo and I talked 

endlessly about the character, and we placed him as coming from Canton, Mississippi, so that was the start.  

It was really once I unlocked his voice that I felt the rest of the character was there.”   

 The character kept growing on the set, where Cooper says the atmosphere encouraged both 

collaboration and boldness.  “Undoubtedly the best environment to create in is one where the director 

opens up the gates to everybody's potential.  When people feel safe, they will take risks and really start to 

show their souls.  That was the atmosphere of NIGHTMARE ALLEY, and the cast that Guillermo brought 

together was just insanely inspiring.”    

 

CATE BLANCHETT as DOCTOR LILITH RITTER 

 

 Cate Blanchett, a two-time Academy Award® winner and among the most wide-ranging of 

contemporary actors, has played multiple real-life icons--Katharine Hepburn, Queen Elizabeth, even Bob 

Dylan.  She has starred in Carol, Blue Jasmine, Elizabeth: The Golden Age, Notes on a Scandal, I’m Not There, 

and The Aviator, among many others. 

 In NIGHTMARE ALLEY, Blanchett pulls off a sleight of hand, channeling a classical, “Golden Age of 

Hollywood” energy as the film’s frostily seductive femme fatale and then turning that trope on its head.  

Blanchett’s Dr. Lilith Ritter is a sharp-as-nails Freudian psychoanalyst who sizes up Stanton quickly as a 

broken psyche beneath his suave act, but also as a very dangerous man she has the game to outmaneuver 

and take down for good.   

“Stanton and Lilith’s clash is epic,” says del Toro.  Adds Dale, “Lilith has her own dark past that she’s 

trying to avenge and she’s very smart.   It was really like a battle of the titans watching Cate and Bradley 

working together as two equally brilliant manipulators.” 

 Blanchett sees Lilith as the last in the continuum of women who each make their mark on Stanton.  

“NIGHTMARE ALLEY is a trip into a dark night of the soul.  But in that darkness, there are three beacons of 

truth in three different women he meets – Molly, Zeena, and Lilith,” she observes.   

 She wanted to play up Lilith as an enigma, one Stanton can’t solve, despite his studies of human 

nature.  “Both Guillermo and I wanted Lilith to be unknowable and mysterious.  At the same time, Guillermo 

was looking for those little perforations where you might see through Lilith’s many layers to what lies 

beneath – both physically and psychologically.” 

That opened a lot of possibilities.  “The process of playing Lilith was that every day we’d discover a 

new, deep, frightening secret,” Blanchett says.  “There’s a lot of damage behind what seems to be a calm 

pristine exterior.”   

Like Cooper, Blanchett started at the root level of Lilith’s voice, the voice that pokes into Stanton’s 

dark corners as he lies on her couch.  “I wanted it to be a voice that could go inside his brain.  Like a demonic 
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Jiminy Cricket, a noir Jiminy Cricket,” she muses.    

Blanchett notes that the fascination between Dr. Ritter and Stanton is not only sexual, though the 

chemical attraction is palpable.  There is also a sense of recognition.  “She’s a lone wolf and that’s where 

she and Stan connect.  They are both running from the past, and they can see a similarity between them.”   

She continues, “Lilith is also someone who’s interested in both the practical and mystical sides of 

psychoanalysis, so that’s part of why Stanton intrigues her. She’s trying to work out what makes him tick as 

she’s a bit of a shaman herself.  Their entire relationship takes place in her office, so we thought about that 

set as being not just a physical space but a psychological space.”   

Passion and vengeance are among the unpredictable emotions that arise in that space. “In a way, 

Lilith’s office is where Stan is finally vulnerable.  There are a lot of destructive urges in Stan that have a 

parallel in Lilith.  It’s a manipulative, deceitful dance between them…and these things rarely end well.”   

Working with del Toro for the first time, Blanchett found his openness enlivening. “The wonderful 

thing about working with Guillermo is, as he says, that he likes being right, but he loves being wrong. He’s 

really alive to the suggestions that actors make, and it’s quite an exciting way to work.  We were always 

going for that extra level of detail. And the conversations I had with Guillermo kept getting deeper and 

deeper, like a constant investigation.”   

 

ROONEY MARA as MOLLY CAHILL 

 

If Stanton has any moral compass, it exists for his paramour, Molly, a carnival performer who has 

a sideshow act as Elektra, “the lady who can absorb any amount of voltage.”  Playing the ingénue of the 

carnival is Rooney Mara, a two-time Academy Award® nominee, including for The Girl with the Dragon 

Tattoo and Carol, in which she also starred with Cate Blanchett.   

“In a way, Molly is the conscience of NIGHTMARE ALLEY. She tries very hard to keep Stan on the 

right track,” says Dale. “Guillermo has always been a believer in what an actor can convey with their eyes, 

and Rooney has that ability.  She brings to Molly an innocence but also an increasing strength as she grows.  

She comes to stand in moral contrast to Stanton as loyal, spiritual, and humane.”   

Though she has the thick skin and resilience of a young woman who was raised in the carnival 

world, Molly wins Stanton’s attention early on with her warmth and hopefulness.  It is she who believes he 

has greatness in him, enough to take a chance on him and leave behind the community she loves. 

 “Rooney has the most amazing tracking instinct for her character. She knew exactly where the 

character was, so she's always real,” commented del Toro. 

 “We also went after every detail – I wanted Molly to be symbolized by a deer, so she wears a little 

deer pendant throughout,” added del Toro. “We then have a deer in the room of the hotel, on the 

headboard of the bed. We referenced everything back to her. “   

 

TONI COLLETTE as ZEENA ‘THE SEER’ KRUMBEIN 

 

Stanton’s first real relationship when he arrives at the carnival is with Zeena, a veteran and expert 

tarot reader with a popular clairvoyant act played by Academy Award® nominee Toni Collette (Hereditary, 

Knives Out).  Zeena knows the ropes better than anyone.  Married to her once brilliant and loveable co-star 

(David Strathairn as Pete), now a pathetic alcoholic, she gravitates to Stanton but senses he is, like the tarot 
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card of the hanged man he draws from her deck, headed on a difficult path.  

“Toni was the only one who we ever talked about to play Zeena,” says Dale.  “Stan comes into 

Zeena’s life and essentially takes advantage of her to get to Pete and learn his act.  Then he abandons her 

for Molly as soon as he can.  There’s some real pathos to Toni’s character and she plays that beautifully.  

She is strong and sexy but also moving as someone who always aspired to something greater.” 

Collette and del Toro talked about taking the role outside of the expected.  Zeena might not truly 

have the gift of clairvoyance, but she does have very well-honed instincts about people, and she suffers no 

fools.  Says Collette, “There are certain connotations that often come along with being a psychic and I loved 

playing against those.  That was the guidance that Guillermo gave me.”   

“In an early conversation with him, I said I’d been working out and had some blisters on my fingers 

so I’m going to have to stop before we start shooting.  Guillermo said, ‘absolutely not’.  He said ‘Zeena is 

someone who changes the tires on her truck.  She’s a total competent.  You’ve got to keep it.’  As soon as 

he said that I thought, ah, I get it.  Zeena is gutsy and real and soulful.”   

As for why Zeena makes herself more vulnerable with Stanton than she normally would, Collette 

says, “She’s the type of person who’s constantly wanting to heal and help and fix.  And I think she is also 

just blindsided by him … she’s an intuitive person but he’s so smooth he gets past her, at first.”     

Collette especially loved creating a non-conventional family unit with her fellow carnies.  “The 

carnival world is a magnet for the person who doesn’t feel they belong anywhere,” she reflects. “Yet, they 

somehow cling together and create something exciting from within themselves.  There’s a real beauty and 

unity, to their world.  As in any family they can also get on each other’s nerves!  I found it a fascinating 

world…and not too different from the filmmaking world.”   

Of del Toro she says, “The biggest surprise for me is how gorgeously enthusiastic he is.  Honestly, 

he’s such a generous soul.  At the end of takes that he loves, Guillermo will just sit there and clap,” she 

says.  “It’s like he’s an audience of one.”    

 

DAVID STRATHAIRN as PETE KRUMBEIN 

 

 The carny who changes Stanton’s life the most is Zeena’s husband, Pete, a fading star who drowns 

his self-recriminations in the bottle. Once Pete was the creator of a hit mind-reading act, based on an 

ingenious code he created, that wowed high-paying audiences.  Now isolated and guilt-ridden, Pete is 

momentarily buoyed by the thought of taking Stanton under his wing and oblivious to his wife’s relationship 

with him. He approaches him with a naïve, paternalistic pride. Even though Pete warns Stanton to never 

abuse the act in ways that might take advantage of the audience, or a “spook show”, that’s exactly what 

Stanton does.  

 “Pete has the melancholy of a guy who once owned the stage but fell victim to alcohol and lost it.  

David plays his regret so movingly.  You feel his history and all that he’s squandered,” says Dale.   

 From the start, Strathairn was drawn to the mix of del Toro with the carny world.  He says, “These 

characters are unusual, and they’ve chosen a way of life that is on the margins, but Guillermo gives each of 

them full humanity.” 

 Stanton gives Pete a temporary rebirth when he comes on the scene, he reawakens the artist in 

him.  “Pete wants to share what he knows and mentors Stan but advises Stan about the dangers if he goes 

too far down the road of illusion,” Strathairn describes.   
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It is only hinted at in his performance, Strathairn kept in mind that Pete’s backstory is not dissimilar 

to Stanton’s, though Stanton ultimately makes different choices.  “I think Pete was a youngster dazzled by 

a carnival when it came to his town, and trained to be a magician,” Strathairn says. “He wanted to be 

somebody who could tantalize a crowd and elevate himself to a life of grandeur, but instead ends up using 

alcohol as a way of quieting his conscience.”   

Pete also looks the other way when he sees Zeena responding to Stanton’s allure. He knows that 

he can’t offer her enough in his current state, though he clearly still loves and feels devoted to her.  Says 

Strathairn, “Pete knows that his day is over, but I think what he wants most right now is to know that 

Zeena’s going to be okay.  When he sees Stan and Zeena together he thinks, for her sake, I hope this is 

good.” 

 

WILLEM DAFOE as CLEM HOATLEY THE CARNIVAL BARKER 

 

The carnival’s manager, Clem, is also its bombastic barker, an old school carny with an intimidating 

gruffness, but willingness to give anyone his or her one chance.  Unmissable with his two-tone, heeled 

boots and crimson-and-gold barker’s jacket, Clem is one of the carnival’s most multihued characters—and 

one of its most unpredictable. Playing the man who takes Stanton in when he’s at his most desperate is 

Willem Dafoe, four-time Academy Award® nominee for At Eternity’s Gate, The Florida Project, Shadow of 

the Vampire and Platoon. 

A long-time fan of del Toro, Dafoe was drawn by the chance to be the impresario of this world.  “I 

love this world. It's so theatrical, full of color and drama, and perfect material for a film,” he says.   

He was also intrigued by Clem’s shadings as a man who is simultaneously hardnosed and 

unwaveringly loyal to his own.  “He has a bit of a conman in him, too, and he wants to make a dollar.  But 

there's a sweet side to Clem as well, where he feels responsible for his carnival family,” Dafoe says.   

“One minute Clem’s smiling and the next minute he’s got a razor up to your throat,” describes Dale.  

“Willem, of course, has that range and plays it beautifully.  He combines charm with an edge.”   

When Clem first meets Stanton, he identifies with him as someone who seems lost yet full of 

potential.  “I think he sees that Stanton is a little off, he's a little on the make, but Clem also recognizes 

himself in Stanton,” notes Dafoe.  “A guy like Clem has been around, he's probably done time, he’s had to 

scrape to get by, and he knows what that’s like, so he’s willing to help Stanton.”   

Clem gives Stanton refuge, but he also demonstrates the depths of his own darkness in his harsh 

treatment of the carnival’s geek.  “It’s pretty rough stuff, the way he creates the carnival geek,” says Dafoe.  

“But I think what interested Guillermo most about the carnival world is the codes they live by.  And Clem 

does have a code.  He’s not a totally bad guy.  He takes care of his people, but he's also very pragmatic and 

he’s a survivor.” 

 

RICHARD JENKINS as EZRA GRINDLE 

 

 When Stanton and Molly relocate to Buffalo as both war and boom times sweep the nation, 

Stanton sets his sights on a very lofty goal.  He aims to gain the trust of the town’s wealthiest industrial 

magnate, Ezra Grindle (Richard Jenkins), a man haunted by loss and willing to go to any lengths for answers.  

Despite his riches, Grindle is blind to all that he possesses. He’s fixated instead on his fear that he caused 
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the death of a woman he loved.  Del Toro cast the two-time Academy Award® nominated star of The Shape 

of Water, Richard Jenkins, as the man who inspires Stanton’s biggest con.   

The role is a stark contrast to the lonely artist he played previously.  Says producer Dale, “Richard 

was so great in The Shape of Water, and Guillermo’s always been a big admirer of his work. But Grindle is 

a different turn for him.  Guillermo saw that he could make that stretch and Richard was excited by the 

idea.” 

Jenkins describes Grindle as “a man with lots of money but not a lot of happiness.  He lives with 

constant guilt and pain, and he’s looking for someone who can tell him it’s all OK and he’s forgiven.”   

At first, Grindle is intensely, threateningly skeptical of Stanton.  He’s hired many mind-readers and 

spiritualists, and all have been exposed as frauds, which Grindle cannot countenance.  But Stanton passes 

every test and Grindle, so full of the need, finally lets himself believe.  Jenkins notes that Grindle keeps 

changing his mind about Stanton.  “If Grindle were to describe Stanton, he might say he’s angelic, brilliant, 

a Godsend or a prick and a traitor.  Their relationship changes by the hour,” he muses.   

Working with Cooper made those constant shifts thrilling.  “Bradley will go in one direction and 

then he’ll do a take that’s just a complete 180, and it’s just great to be part of that.  Guillermo also gives 

you immense freedom because he creates an atmosphere where you’re never afraid to try anything,” 

continues Jenkins. 

An even darker secret connects Dr. Lillith Ritter to Ezra Grindle, one so deeply buried not even 

Stanton realizes he’s about to become the victim of his own con. 

 

RON PERLMAN as BRUNO and MARK POVINELLI as MAJOR MOSQUITO 

 

 More than 25 years ago, it was actor Ron Perlman who turned the young Guillermo del Toro onto 

a film he loved—the original Nightmare Alley.  Well-known for his Award-winning role on television’s 

“Beauty and the Beast”, Perlman has worked previously with del Toro on Cronos, Hellboy, Blade II and 

Pacific Rim.   

“Now, all these years later as the circle comes around, Ron really had to be in this film,” says Dale.  

“Bruno the Strong Man was a perfect character for him to play.”   

Says del Toro, “Bruno is a noble person who acts like a father figure to Molly and tries to protect 

her from Stanton. He’s complex and full of love for her but is incapable of outwitting Stan.”   

Perlman had long been a passionate fan of the Edmund Goulding original film, calling it “my very 

favorite noir movie ever.  I always thought it could be revisited.  I felt there was a bigger movie there with 

the scope of a Greek tragedy about a man who has both real talent and deep, human foibles.  Guillermo 

has taken that story and created something completely unique.”   

Having the chance to be linchpin of the carnival was a thrill for Perlman.  “Bruno is one of the elders 

of the carnival,” he describes.  “He’s been around a long time and he’s part of what might be akin to the 

carnival’s informal board of directors.  He’s someone with the street smarts of a carny and some sort of 

past that you can in his face, but he really cares about this family.”   

Having known her much of his life, Bruno has taken it upon himself to watch over Molly, which puts 

him in direct conflict with Stanton.  “He has been a true father figure to Molly,” Perlman explains.  “He sees 

that Molly has a kind of goodness that stands out in this world of decay.” 
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Bruno also has close ties with his co-star Major Mosquito, played by Mark Povinelli, whose films 

include Water for Elephants and Mirror Mirror. Povinelli describes Bruno and the Major as “the true 

patriarchs of this carnival.  Many people come and people go, but they’re lifers.  So, they feel that it’s their 

job to give a bit of side-eye to anyone new who comes in, like Stanton.  The Major sizes him up pretty 

quickly as someone not to be trusted.” 

 

LOCATION: THE CARNIVAL COMES TO TOWN 

 

The first half of NIGHTMARE ALLEY kicks off with a mesmerizing, if purposely disorienting, 

submersion directly into the beating heart of the carnival.  From the start, del Toro had a vision of this 

world—hard-edged and hard-working, sometimes spooky, but never quirky or fantastical.  He knew it 

would look different from any of his previous films but returned to work with some of his favorite visual 

collaborators, knowing their range was broad, including cinematographer Dan Laustsen, production 

designer Tamara Deverell and costume designer Luis Sequeira.   

The design strategy from the get-go was to build their own living, breathing carnival from the 

ground up on a location with plenty of room for the actors to explore. Del Toro understood a soundstage 

could never conjure the mood he wanted—that eerie beauty countering Stanton’s moral darkness. 

The empty Markham Fairground just outside Toronto that became the crew’s blank slate.  Here, 

Deverell (Star Trek: Discovery, X-Men) erected a demimonde of vintage amusement rides including an 

authentic Ferris wheel, a functioning merry go-round, a heaven-and-hell-themed funhouse, as well as a 

lively array of sideshow stages and tents advertising the carnival’s star attractions.   

“There’s nothing like this kind of location to gain real atmosphere,” says Dale.  “Many months were 

spent researching and designing every aspect of the carnival. Our team even hunted for an authentic period 

Ferris wheel and original props from the 30s.”   

Deverell, who always anchors her work in intensive research, scoured collections of carny 

memorabilia.  She had 40 tents built to spec by Armbruster Manufacturing, the oldest tentmaker in the 

United States.  She also tapped her imagination.  Zeena’s fortune-telling stage and Molly’s electrical stage, 

for example, draw on references from true-life sideshows, but also weave in subtle character details based 

on their backgrounds and personas.  Deverell especially relished creating the loudly colored, 

sensationalized banners for the sideshows, printing them on authentic raw muslin then aging them with 

grit and grime to show the wear and tear of traveling from town to town.   

Ultimately Deverell’s team would produce four different iterations of the main carnival, as well as 

a final even darker and dingier carnival for the film’s staggering last scene.   

In terms of mood, palette and texture, del Toro directed the team towards the work of three 

celebrated American realist painters—the strongly defined lighting and potent loneliness of Edward 

Hopper, the hardscrabble portraits of Andrew Wyeth and the dramatic urban back alleys of George 

Bellows—as well as the Danish painter Vilhelm Hammershøi, known for his stark, shadowy interiors.   

“There were a number of films that Guillermo referenced as well,” says Deverell.  “The Postman 

Always Rings Twice, for example, was influential on Zeena's farmhouse scenes.”   

Deverell and del Toro communicated often in images rather than words, passing photos back and 

forth.  “Guillermo would bring me an image and I’d respond with a render, and he’d respond back drawing 

over it and we had that kind of visual conversation going on between us,” Deverell explains.   
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Reflecting the circular structure of the story and the trap Stanton makes for himself, del Toro asked 

Deverell to develop a geometric theme of circles to subtly permeate the film.  She started with the 

gruesome pit where the carnival’s geek (played by Paul Anderson) performs his act. (The production utilized 

CG-created snakes and chickens for those scenes).  

“Guillermo likes to play with giving the audience emotional theme clues or Easter eggs.  I love to 

do that as well so it was really fun to sneak in as many circles as I could,” she says. 

As Stanton’s skills increase and he becomes a consummate performer, the carnival world gives way 

to a city realm far shinier and glitzier on the surface but seething with anxieties underneath.   

“Guillermo always conceived of a strong visual contrast from the first to the second half,” says Dale.  

“We go from a place that’s gritty but full of life, to one that’s polished yet completely alienating.”   

 

LOCATION: STANTON IN THE CITY 

 

 Once Stanton and Molly leave for the bright lights of Buffalo, where they strike it rich as a swanky 

nightclub act, the film and ambiance do a 180.  A sleek Art Deco aesthetic reflecting the hot new trends of 

the late 30s prevails in the second part of the film.   

Jumping ahead several years, the film rejoins Stanton and Molly on stage in a lavish spherical room 

in the fictional Copacabana.  The club was created in Toronto, inside that city’s historic Carlu Round Room, 

erected in 1930 and designed by French architect Jacques Carlu, muralist Natacha Carlu, and architect René 

Cera on the 7th floor of the Eaton’s College Street department store.  Today it is considered among the 

finest remaining examples of the bold and streamlined Art Moderne style, which took Art Deco to new 

heights of sleekness.  To allow the camera to capture the room’s ravishing domed ceiling in a full 360 

degrees, Deverell even crafted a heightened floor to bring the actors closer to it.    

Stanton and Molly’s hotel suite, where their future together becomes a question mark, was hand 

built on a soundstage but modeled after another Toronto landmark:  the Beaux Arts-style Parkwood Estate 

in Ontario, which also provided the key location of Grindle’s manicured garden.  

  The centerpiece design of the second half of the film is the office of Dr. Lilith Ritter where Stanton 

hatches his most elaborate illusion and starts to unravel.  Here, Deverell looked to another design stunner 

of the late 1920s:  the so-called “Weil-Worgelt study,” a famous room interior designed by the New York 

office of the Parisian decorating firm Alavoine for an elite client.  Featuring veneers of palisander and olive 

wood and large, abstract lacquer panels in the Art Deco style, Deverell could see Dr. Ritter feeling at home 

in this kind of luxe elegance where she can remain detached from her patients’ traumas.   

“We mostly see Lilith in her office, so it had to feel like the setting of a very powerful woman, a 

woman smarter, more beautiful, and more ruthless even than Stan,” Deverell explains. “The office is full of 

warmth and sheen and its geometric design exemplifies Lilith’s strength, while the use of arches and curves 

exemplify her female power.”  

 The creation of the final office set involved a lot of back-and-forth conversations with del Toro, 

which paid off.  Just as Gresham had brought psychological references into his novel, Deverell was thinking 

in terms of Jungian symbols.  “The patterns in the wood were meant to create a kind of disturbing Rorschach 

blot to Lilith’s persona,” she notes.   

Blanchett felt transported by those kinds of nuances. “When I first walked into Lilith’s office I 

thought, this room is a character in itself.  The way the door slid, the look of the desk, the ornamentation, 
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the way the recording devices were hidden, the color of the couch, it all helps to build the character,” she 

says.   

Deverell created another imposing office for Evan Grindle, using the R.C. Harris Water Treatment 

Plant in Toronto, which has been used in different ways for several del Toro features including THE SHAPE 

OF WATER, for the exterior.  For the interior, she and her team custom-built the room’s massive 

chandeliers, marble fireplace and sculpted bronze inlays.   

“Guillermo had in his head a very specific vision of Grindle’s office, and it took a while to get there,” 

Deverell recalls.  “The references are mostly Art Deco, but I also took inspiration from modern hotels in 

Hong Kong, especially for the windows and the circle shapes we imbued into the framework.” 

The feeling of these locations, full of shine and curvilinear splendor, served to heighten the tension 

of Stanton aiming to carry off a perilous ruse.  Sums up Dale, “The world that Stan aspires to in Buffalo looks 

beautiful but there is an artificialness to it, and the characters are more worldly and certainly less honorable 

than the ones we have met in the carnival.  Lurking underneath the elegance is danger.”   

 

CINEMATOGRAPHY: SHOOTING THE NIGHTMARE 

 

If del Toro has been known for his soaring imagination, NIGHTMARE ALLEY is his most earthbound 

film to date.  The look of the film is, per usual, meticulously composed to set an inescapable mood.  

Reuniting with cinematographer Dan Laustsen, who received an Academy Award® nomination for very 

different work on The Shape of Water, the two talked about how to re-create the pulp novel vibe for these 

times—lurid, vivid, but relentless.  While del Toro sought an undercurrent of dark treachery, he also wanted 

to avoid played-out noir motifs.  He especially aimed away from the desaturated look, diving fully into 

colors—albeit symbolically deep, dark colors.  He also wanted a sense of scope with lots of wide one shots, 

and for the camera to help forge the mounting sense of doom.   

Despite the divergent looks of NIGHTMARE ALLEY and THE SHAPE OF WATER, cinematographer 

Laustsen says he and del Toro remained on the same page. “We both like to tell a story with light, with 

color and with camera movement,” he says.  “Guillermo is a master of those things no matter the style of 

story.”   

The first decision they made was to shoot NIGHTMARE ALLEY like a 21st Century thriller, not a 1940s 

film. “We both agreed we didn't want to go for a film that would feel like it was shot in that period. We 

wanted it to look more modern and timely,” Laustsen describes.   

Shooting digitally, Laustsen chose the Alexa 65 camera for its ability to enhance atmosphere even 

in the darkest of conditions. “It’s a middle format camera with big sensors,” explains the cinematographer. 

“I like it because the depth of field is fantastic for skin tones and for the face—it jumps out a little more. 

I’m typically a cinematographer who like things pretty dark.  But on this film, Guillermo kept saying, ‘let’s 

make it darker!’ Of course, I almost had a heart attack at times, but it worked. The Alexa 65 was able to 

handle all of this very low light fantastically.” 

The lighting shifts as the story hurtles forward, from dim and naturalistic to increasingly bright and 

harsh.  “In Lilith’s office, we go back to a more typical 1930’s look—with direct lights that make Cate and 

Bradley’s faces pop. The audience probably won’t notice a dramatic difference, but it’s definitely something 

they’ll feel,” Laustsen says. 
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The expressiveness of Cooper’s features became its own influence on the lighting.  “Bradley has 

such a fantastic face to shoot,” muses Laustsen. “We were constantly looking for ways to light him to reflect 

even more of his character’s growing internal darkness.”  

Shooting the carnival set—so detailed he could point the camera in any direction--was exhilarating 

for Laustsen, though he notes it required intensive logistical planning. “We used a lot of big cranes, and you 

can’t move a 300-foot crane across a huge location like the carnival—it takes all day,” he points out. “So, 

we learned to adapt.  But we are all very excited about how fantastic the carnival looks.”   

One of the few nods to the old school noir aesthetic is a slick, rain-soaked feel to some scenes.  

“There is quite a bit of rain in this movie—but what we wanted was for it to feel like a third dimension 

brought into the screen,” Laustsen explains. This required the erecting of heavy rain towers, spinners, and 

fans that produced sodden, chilly conditions for the cast and crew. Says Laustsen, “Working with rain 

towers can be rough work for the actors, but their performances are informed by these authentic 

elements.” 

 While most of the film was created in camera, VFX enhancements played a role in the final visuals.  

“We take the look as far as we can, but then the VFX team made it even better,” Laustsen describes.  “When 

you have a director like Guillermo with such a strong vision, you need every crew member united in working 

towards that goal and we had that kind of teamwork going.”   

With the film divided into contrasting halves, it was up to Laustsen to make it all feel part of one 

nonstop ride.  He says the cohesiveness of the production played a big role in that.  “The whole movie was 

so well prepared from sets to costumes to hair and makeup and VFX,” he summarizes.  “Everyone was 

ready to do their best to make Guillermo’s vision of this nightmare exactly what he wanted it to be.”   

 

MUSIC: COMPOSING THE SCORE  

 

As a multidisciplinary artist, Nathan Johnson (Knives Out) collaborated with del Toro in Los Angeles 

to compose the film’s score. His original music (acclaimed scores for Looper, and Brick, among others) and 

short films (videos for Son Lux, Lucius) consistently blur the lines between stage, screen, and audio-visual 

narrative.  

Said del Toro, “Nathan and I had a conversation over breakfast.  We met and we talked about 

character. I said, ‘I don't want to talk to you about what instruments to use or how I see this score.’  We 

just talked about Stan, and Lilith, and we just talked about Molly. That’s it.” 

For NIGHMARE ALLEY, Johnson’s score is innovative and varied, yet traditional.  For the first half of 

the film at the carnival, it sets the mood, at moments hopeful, at others foreboding.  In the second half in 

the city, it follows along like a traditional film of that period, bending and lifting to the different beats of 

the film, dancing a dark duet between Lilith and Stanton as he spirals closer to his inevitable fate.  

“We start with this lone character, not just a theme, not just a motif, but with one note,” added 

Johnson. “This was my concept.  It’s a single piano note and it’s the first thing we hear in the movie.  And 

then over the course of the movie, Stan puts on these masks.  He brings these people into his life.” 

NIGHTMARE ALLEY identifies a foible, a rift.  It starts at the carnival and then it gets big when Stan 

goes to the big city.  Over the course of that time, Stan’s theme, which began as one piano note, is now 

accompanied by the trumpet, and then suddenly a full orchestra with a lush grand piano. 
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“This is a movie about a guy who never changes.  We built it up with masks and we embellished it, 

and then we stripped it all down.  It tells such a specific story,” said Johnson.  

 

SOUND: DESIGNING THE TENOR  

 

Canadian sound editor Nathan Robitaille, who was also nominated for an Academy Award® for his 

work on The Shape of Water, had early discussions with del Toro about NIGHTMARE ALLEY.  These had a 

big influence on how sound could help draw a distinction between the carnival and the big city. At the 

carnival, there is freedom in poverty. In the big city, wealth comes with isolation and loneliness. Those 

two worlds are very different, and the pandemic amplified that. Like the rest of production, the extended 

hiatus gave time and space to approach the carnival with fresh ears.  

“Guillermo is very tuned into sound,” commented Robitaille.  “From every syllable, breath, and 

word tonality right through every sound design layer, BG element, volume and placement in the room. It 

was important to him to keep a remote skeleton crew going for a few weeks to finalize the sound work we 

had started in the big city via video conferencing.” 

When production started back up, recordings from set – such as carnival crowds, rides, bumper 

cars, games, tent flaps, all the period vehicles etc. – were all used to build a world full of life and texture 

with an open-air feel.  

“Once we cut to the big city everything on screen sounds premium and expensive,” added 

Robitaille. From the singing crystal cocktail glasses in Lilith’s office to rich textiles and marble foley surfaces. 

Every door has a suction seal, like an airlock, isolating from the world outside.  

“All of these elements combine to put the audience in a reality where the walls are closing in so 

gradually that we don’t realize what kind of trouble we’re in until it’s too late,” he concludes. 

 

DRESSING NIGHTMARE ALLEY: THE COSTUMES  

 

 NIGHTMARE ALLEY presented del Toro’s long-time costume designer Luis Sequeira, who also 

worked on The Shape of Water, with some 242 costume changes, ranging from tattered to glitzy, from 

kitschy sideshow get-ups to fabulously chic 1930s glamour gowns.  In keeping with the film’s overall design, 

he worked in two divergent palettes.  “In the carnival world everything’s warm, with earthy tones that hark 

back to the mid-1930s. When we move to the city, we go very cool and monochromatic with a high-fashion 

edge,” he explains.   

Through research, he put together catalogs of hundreds of images for the film’s characters, so that 

each one would have an iconic look all their own. Nearly everything was handmade, with Sequeira sourcing 

authentic fabrics around the world and scouring flea markets for accessories.  “We built 80 percent of the 

costumes ourselves—including shoes, gloves, hats and lingerie,” he notes.   

  For Stanton, Sequeira crafted a wardrobe for Bradley Cooper that shifts radically as he remakes 

himself from hard-luck drifter to carny to wealthy showman and all the way back down again. “Stanton 

really goes through a vast transformation,” describes Sequeira. “We used the changing cut and drape of 

Bradley’s suits to help tell the story of a non-powerful person becoming a very powerful person.”   
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The costume designer became particularly intrigued by Stanton’s look in the second half.  “1941 is 

such a beautiful time for menswear and I was able to pick up amazing fabrics from Italy, Spain and the UK.  

Seeing those fabrics come into being as garments was pretty exciting,” Sequeira says.  

To contrast Stanton’s penniless roots with Grindle—an elite from birth, born with the proverbial 

golden spoon in his mouth—Sequeira dressed one in browns and the other in gray tones.  “Stanton stands 

out among the wealthy in Buffalo,” the designer notes.  “Where Grindle is simply, impeccably tailored, 

Stanton is just this side of being garish.  He’s nouveau riche where Grindle has that old money look.”   

 Sequeira was able to really have fun and get creative with the film’s women, who each have 

strongly defined looks that are of the period yet one-of-a-kind.  For Molly, he worked with varying shades 

of red, a color that he and del Toro associated with the spirit of the carnival—and echoes the costumes 

used in the black-and-white 1947 film.  He created for Molly such statement outfits as a gold-black sequin 

dress with a red overlay and a black velvet gown emblazoned with a red butterfly.  “We abandon the color 

red when we leave the carnival, and it then only exists on Molly and the Salvation Army sign,” commented 

del Toro.  

Sequeira also crafted one of the most important clothing pieces in NIGHTMARE ALLEY:  the dress 

Molly wears to portray Grindle’s lost loved one, in the film’s climax.  Playing with ghostly themes, he gave 

her a flowing, semi-sheer white organza gown, aged lightly to give it a subtly supernatural, lilac undertone.  

Says Luis, “Everything in the carnival world has quite warm and earthy tones with a harking back to the mid-

30s, and when we move to the city, we went very cool, monochromatic on the edge of high fashion.” 

 He went even further into high fashion with Cate Blanchett’s sumptuous pantsuits and gowns—

crafted in rich shades of green, plum, and black, and modeled after such movie icons as Greta Garbo and 

Joan Crawford.  One of his favorite designs in the film is Dr. Lilith Ritter’s velvet moth dress with its bold 

copper applique.  “When do you ever get the chance to do 1940s haute couture evening wear? Not often,” 

Sequeira muses. “And being able to dress Cate Blanchett in one’s lifetime is an incredible honor.” 

 Sequeira continues: “Dr. Ritter is elegant and affluent, so I was looking for beautiful lines and 

luxurious details, but I wanted her clothing to be real, not costumey.  I wanted her to feel timeless.”   

 Blanchett found Sequeira’s work an inspiration to her own.  “We had really creative conversations,” 

she says.  “A lot came out of the dialogue we had about how Lilith should look.”  

 

HAIR & MAKEUP: SIDESHOW PROSTHETICS  

 

Some of the carnival folks in NIGHTMARE ALLEY are based on real-life, early 20th Century 

performers featured in Tod Browning’s Freaks, including Zee Zee the Pinhead, Fifi the Bird Girl and JoJo the 

Dogboy.  Del Toro turned to Mike Hill, the sculptor who designed the fanciful amphibian man for The Shape 

of Water, to honor those performers with detailed, naturalistic prosthetics.   

It was a completely different kind of task to those he’s previously undertaken for del Toro.   “When 

developing the characters for NIGHTMARE ALLEY, we never looked to fantasy,” says Hill. “In spite of 

everything being larger than life, it’s all grounded completely in reality.” 

What remained the same however was Hill and del Toro’s philosophy that prosthetics must not 

only look but also feel organic, that they must leave open enough space for the actor to bring out the soul 

of the character.  “If it’s just a big lot of foam and latex, the actor gets buried,” says Hill. 
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Del Toro gave Hill complete freedom to explore the sideshow performers.  “Guillermo very 

generously even allowed me to cast the actors, which is completely unheard of. I decided to cast a female 

as the male Zee Zee and a male as Fifi the Bird Girl’. This made both characters feel androgynous. I like the 

audience to be unsure of what exactly they’re looking at,” he says. 

For JoJo the Dogboy, Hill himself took the role, and created a look that scrupulously avoids the 

cartoonish.  “I tried to give him a face with different layers of hair, with paler shades in some areas, and 

make the nose a bit more prominent and the cheeks a bit darker. I didn’t want him to be this woolen mop 

with his eyes peering out. I wanted some humanity in there,” he explains. 

Prosthetics also came into play in the creation of Enoch, the “pickled punk” with a third eye whose 

watchful presence over all takes on a mythic significance within the carnival world.  Pickled punk was the 

traditional carny term for human fetuses preserved floating in jars of formaldehyde, another sideshow 

attraction that kept crowds rapt. They could be authentic or faked, but they often depicted unusual 

congenital conditions that reminded audiences of fairy tales and fables.   

 

THE PANDEMIC: TAKE TWO 

 

Nearly half-way through production, NIGHTMARE ALLEY had to make the challenging decision to 

shut down as news of the global Covid-19 pandemic’s potential toll began to spread. Though it wasn’t yet 

mandated, del Toro was not willing to risk the health and safety of his filmmaking family. Of course, he 

could not have known how long the limbo would last.   

 “When we made the call to shut it down, nobody was expecting it,” recalls del Toro.  “Everybody 

went to lunch and then we didn’t come back for many months.”   

Amid the uncertainty, del Toro, Cooper and Dale found solace in using the time to reinvigorate 

ideas for the film.  In the end, they were able to fold the experience into the creative process.  “It gave 

Guillermo a chance to reflect on what had already been shot, to do some extensive, early editing, and to 

refine the material even further,” says Dale.   

 When production was able to return, nothing was the same.  Extensive protocols were put in place 

so that production could restart on the carnival set in September of 2020. Dale describes a careful and 

complicated approach to getting back to work. 

The protocols were thorough, and, most importantly, they worked.  Over 17,000 COVID tests were 

done over the 13 weeks of shooting that remained on the production – and there were only 5 positives, 

none of which came within proximity of the set. 

All cast and crew were tested three times a week, out-of-towners were quarantined for two weeks, 

any crew who worked closely with talent were isolated in hotels for five weeks, and background performers 

wore color-coded masks. When del Toro said “action” and “cut,” the 1st AD would also announce “masks 

off” and “masks on.”   

If NIGHTMARE ALLEY ends on a note of reckoning for a man who flew too high without regard for 

others, the production ended on the opposite note—of the film having survived the times through care 

and love.    

Says Cooper, “It was a unique experience, going through the pandemic, taking six months off, and 

then revisiting the story.  We had an artistic experience like no other because of what happened to the 

world mixed with the nature of this story.”  
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NIGHTMARE ALLEY, BASED ON THE FATALISTIC NOVEL BY 

WILLIAM LINDSAY GRESHAM (1909-1962) 

FACT SHEET 

 

 William Lindsay Gresham is an American Novelist and non-fiction author born on August 20, 1909. 

He is particularly well-regarded among readers of noir. His work consists of: Nightmare Alley 

(1946), Limbo Tower (1949), Monster Midway: An Uninhibited Look at the Glittering World of the 

Carny (1954), Houdini: The Man Who Walked Through Walls (1959), and The Book of Strength: Body 

Building the Safe, Correct Way (1961) 

 Originally from Maryland, he moved to New York with his family and became fascinated with Coney 

Island. 

 In 1926, he graduated from Erasmus Hall High School in Brooklyn. After high school he drifted from 

job to job and volunteered in the Spanish Civil War in 1937. This is where he befriended a sideshow 

employee, Joseph Daniel “Doc” Halliday who inspired a lot of his work from their long 

conversations. 

 He returned to the United States in 1939 and suffered from a tortured mind from a troubling time 

in a tuberculosis ward and a first attempted suicide. 

 In 1942, Gresham married the poet Joy Davidman and had two sons. Their marriage eventually 

ended in divorce in 1954. 

 Gresham was an alcoholic which developed a desire in Spiritualism from going to alcoholic 

anonymous after his divorce. 

 Nightmare Alley was published in 1946 and spent most of his time writing the novel in Hotel Carter, 

Manhattan. It was later adapted into a film in 1947 starring Tyrone Power. 

 In 1962, Gresham was diagnosed with cancer and started to lose his vision in one eye. He eventually 

took his own life in the same hotel he spent writing Nightmare Alley years prior.  
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FILMMAKER BIOS 

 

Guillermo del Toro, p.g.a. (Directed By, Written By, Story By, Produced By) 

Guillermo del Toro is among the most creative and visionary artists of his generation whose distinctive style 

is showcased through his work as a filmmaker, screenwriter, producer and author.  

 

Born in Guadalajara, Mexico, del Toro first gained worldwide recognition for the 1993 Mexican-American 

co-production Cronos, a supernatural horror film, which he directed from his own screenplay after 

beginning his career working as a special effects makeup artist. His subsequent films include, Mimic, The 

Devil’s Backbone, Hellboy, Pan’s Labyrinth, Hellboy II: The Golden Army, Pacific Rim and Crimson Peak.  

 

Del Toro earned international acclaim as the director, writer and producer of the 2006 fantasy drama Pan’s 

Labyrinth. He was honored with an Oscar nomination for his original screenplay for the film, which won 

Academy Awards for Art Direction, Cinematography, and Makeup. In all, the film garnered more than 40 

international awards and appeared on more than 35 critics’ lists of the year’s best films. 

 

Most recently del Toro’s The Shape of Water, which he also wrote, produced and directed, was nominated 

for 13 Academy Awards® and won 4 Oscars including Best Picture.  

 

Kim Morgan (Written by) 

Screenwriter Kim Morgan is also a film and culture writer. Her work has been published in Sight & Sound, 

the Criterion Collection, the Los Angeles Review of Books and the New Beverly Cinema, among other 

publications. She has presented films for Turner Classic Movies and was the guest co-director of the 2014 

Telluride Film Festival. 

 

J. Miles Dale, p.g.a. (Produced by) 

Academy Award-winning producer J. Miles Dale has been making movies and television programs for over 

35 years. His productions have been honored with numerous awards including 13 Oscar nominations, and 

8 Golden Globe nominations. In 2018 he won the Best Picture Oscar for The Shape of Water. 

 

Currently, Dale is gearing up for the release of Nightmare Alley directed by Guillermo del Toro, starring 

Bradley Cooper, Cate Blanchett, Toni Collette, Willem Dafoe, and Rooney Mara. He is also currently in 

production on Guillermo Del Toro’s Cabinet of Curiosities, a Netflix Original horror anthology series. 

 

Most recently, Dale executive produced the steamy chart-topping Netflix series, Sex/Life which has 67M 

views since its release in Summer 2021. His latest film Antlers, a supernatural horror film directed by Scott 

Cooper was recently released with Searchlight Pictures to critical acclaim.  

 

Dale has produced a breadth of work from the chilling world of Stephen King’s Carrie, starring Julianne 

Moore, to Edgar Wright’s romantic action comedy Scott Pilgrim vs. the World. From the ominous world of 

Mama, starring Jessica Chastain, to the cult buddy comedy Harold & Kumar go to White Castle; Dale has a 

unique ability to merge the lines between critical and commercial appeal. 
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Dale works well with creatives because he is one. He made his feature film directing debut in 2002 with 

Universal’s Skulls III and has directed multiple episodes of the series The Strain, and Shadowhunters. He 

lives between Toronto, Los Angeles, and anywhere the production takes him. 

  

Bradley Cooper, p.g.a. (Produced by, Stanton Carlisle) 

Eight-time Oscar nominee Bradley Cooper is a writer, director, actor and producer. He will next be seen in 

Paul Thomas Anderson’s Licorice Pizza, which will be released by MGM on November 26th, 2021. He also 

produced and will be seen in Guillermo del Toro’s Nightmare Alley which will be released by Searchlight 

Pictures on December 17th, 2021.  

  

Cooper co-wrote and will direct, produce and star as legendary composer/conductor Leonard Bernstein in 

MAESTRO, which will begin production in spring 2022. Maestro will tell the complex love story of Leonard 

Bernstein and Felicia Montealegre, a story that spans over 30 years–from the time they met in 1946 at a 

party and continuing through two engagements, a 25 year marriage, and three children: Jamie Bernstein, 

Alexander Bernstein and Nina Bernstein Simmons. 

  

Cooper made his directorial debut in 2018 with the Oscar nominated film A Star is Born, which he co-wrote, 

produced, and starred in. It received eight Oscar nominations including a Best Actor nomination for 

Cooper.  Additional film credits include: Oscar-nominated films American Sniper, American Hustle, and 

Silver Linings Playbook. Cooper received Best Actor nominations for his work in American Hustle and Silver 

Linings Playbook, and a Best Supporting Actor nomination for his work in American Hustle.   

  

Additional film credits include Derek Cianfrance’s The Place Beyond the Pines, Todd Phillips’ The Hangover 

trilogy, Limitless, Anthony Russo’s Avengers: Endgame and Avengers: Infinity War, Guardians of the Galaxy 

(volumes 1 and 2), War Dogs, Clint Eastwood’s The Mule, David O’Russell’s Joy, Wedding Crashers, and Wet 

Hot American Summer.  

  

In 2015, Cooper garnered critical acclaim and a Tony nomination for his portrayal of John Merrick in the 

five-time Tony nominated Broadway revival of “The Elephant Man” directed by Scott Ellis. He originally 

performed the role at the Williamstown Theatre Festival in 2012 and reprised the role during a limited run 

of the play on London’s West End in 2015. Other theater credits include Joe Mantello’s production of 

“Three Days of Rain” (2006, Broadway Debut) and the critically acclaimed Theresa Rebeck play “The 

Understudy” (2008, Williamstown Theatre Festival). Television credits include: “Wet Hot American 

Summer: First Day of Camp,” “Alias,” “Nip/Tuck,” “Kitchen Confidential,” “Jack & Bobby” and “Sex and the 

City.” 

  

Born in Philadelphia, Cooper graduated with honors in the English program at Georgetown University. After 

moving to New York City, he obtained his Masters in the Fine Arts program at the Actors Studio Drama 

School. 
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In 2013, Cooper started One Family Foundation to help make a difference in the lives of patients with 

cancer. Through launching patient navigator programs, working to shift perceptions, and exploring 

innovations in the field, One Family Foundation aims to improve patients’ experience with cancer 

throughout their treatment. Cooper has been a longtime partner to Stand Up to Cancer and numerous 

veteran's organizations throughout his career. 

 

Dan Laustsen (Director of Photography) 

A native of Denmark, Dan Laustsen, ASC, DFF, is an Academy Award-nominated cinematographer with more 

than 60 international productions to his name. He has received myriad awards for his work in feature films, 

television movies, and documentaries.  

 

Laustsen’s interest in photography was awakened in his teen years when, inspired by the stylish black & 

white imagery in popular magazines, he saved enough money to purchase his first still photography camera. 

A few years later, he enrolled in a program for fashion photography, but by the end of the program, 

Laustsen had lost his interest in fashion photography and desired instead to shoot documentary films 

around the world with the goal of someday working for National Geographic. It was then that he enrolled 

in the Danish Film School to learn the art of motion picture photography.  

 

Decades later, Laustsen’s diverse accomplishments in film and television include an Academy Award 

nomination for his work on The Shape of Water, his third collaboration with director Guillermo Del Toro 

following Mimic and Crimson Peak. Laustsen also garnered much acclaim for his marriage of beautiful 

lighting with high-energy action sequences on Lionsgate’s blockbuster series, John Wick: Chapter 2 and 

John Wick: Parabellum, directed by Chad Stahelski and starring Keanu Reeves. Other notable works include 

The Brotherhood of the Wolf, The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen, Silent Hill, Solomon Kane, Nomad: 

The Warrior, Running Free, and I Am Dina.  

 

Honors include multiple Danish Film Academy Awards for Best Cinematography and a Guldbagge Award 

nomination from the Swedish Film Academy for Best Cinematography on Lisa Ohlin’s Simon and the Oaks 

(one of thirteen Guldbagge Award nominations bestowed on this film). In 2007, Laustsen received Nordisk 

Film’s special Erik Balling Award in recognition of his lifetime achievements as a cinematographer.  

 

He is a member of the Motion Picture Academy of Arts & Sciences, the American Society of 

Cinematographers (ASC), and the Danish Association of Cinematographers (DFF). 

 

Tamara Deverell (Production Designer) 

With over 30 years’ experience in the film and television business, Tamara Deverell has devoted her many 

talents as a Production Designer and Art Director to a wide range of film and television projects. Deverell 

recently completed the soon to be released feature Nightmare Alley, directed by Guillermo del Toro and 

starring Bradley Cooper, Cate Blanchett, Rooney Mara, and Willem Dafoe. She also had the pleasure of 

working on “Star Trek Discovery” for CBS, Season 1 and 2, and Incorporated, a futuristic thriller produced 

by Ben Affleck and Matt Damon for SyFy network. Prior to that, Tamara designed the pilot and 4 seasons 

of “The Strain”, produced by Guillermo del Toro and Carlton Cruse for FX network.  
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Amongst her credits are “Anne Rice’s Feast for All Saints” (2001), a miniseries for which she designed and 

built New Orleans’ French Quarter of the late 1800s in a complete back lot set. She recreated life as a 

sharecropper in the South for Sounder (2003), and brought the historic Plaza Hotel of the 1950s back to life 

as a detailed studio set for the Disney movies Eloise at the Plaza and Eloise at Christmastime (2003, DGA 

and Emmy® award winners). The television series “Happy Town” with the talented creative team of Scott 

Rosenberg, Andre Nemec and Josh Applebaum is one of her television projects. She also designed the first 

season of “Breakout Kings” by the creators of Prison Break and had the pleasure of working on the first 

three seasons of the popular NBC series Suits.  

 

Deverell has been awarded the Directors Guild of Canada’s Outstanding Team Achievement in a Family 

Feature Film for Blizzard (2003), as well as the DGC Team Award – Outstanding Team Achievement in a 

Television Series for Degrassi: The Next Generation (2001). The award winning feature film 

Bollywood/Hollywood (2002, Newport and Sarasota film festival winner) by Academy Award nominated 

director Deepa Mehta is also amongst her credits. Additionally, Deverell’s credits as Production Designer 

include the feature films Firehouse Dog (2007), Charlie Bartlett (2007) and Breakfast with Scot (2007, 

nominated for Best International Feature Film at the Los Angeles Young Artists Awards).  

 

Working in New Delhi, India, Deverell designed the feature film Cooking With Stella (2009), working with 

Writers/Directors Deepa and Dilip Mehta. Deverell has worked with noted Canadian Director Michael 

McGowan on two feature films Score: A Hockey Musical (2010), which opened the 2010 Toronto 

International Film Festival, and the critically-acclaimed and award winning Still Mine (2012) starring James 

Cromwell and Geneviève Bujold. 

 

Cameron McLaughlin (Editor) 

Cameron McLauchlin is a Film & Television editor based out of Toronto and Los Angeles. 

 

His career began in Toronto working as an assistant editor for Guillermo Del Toro on Pacific Rim, The Strain, 

Crimson Peak and eventually as an associate editor on Shape of Water. 

 

He has since moved on to edit the horror cult classic, The Void with Astron 6 alumni.  Other selected work 

includes Max Minghellas' feature debut musical, Teen Spirit, and Dogme 95 member, Lone Schefrig's 

Kindness of Strangers. 

 

Recent work includes del Toro’s follow up to Shape of Water, Nightmare Alley. He is currently working with 

Ana Lily Amirpour for del Toro’s Netflix anthology series, Cabinet of Curiosities. 

 

Luis M. Sequeira (Costume Designer) 

With roots in the fashion industry as a designer and retail store owner, Luis Sequeira transitioned into film 

and television as a trainee, learning every position in the costume department.  
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As a costume designer, Sequeira’s selected feature film work includes: Breach; Charlie Bartlett, starring 

Robert Downey Jr.; The Thing; Mama, starring Jessica Chastain, directed by Andres Muschietti and 

produced by Guillermo del Toro; and Carrie, starring Julianne Moore and Chloë Grace Moretz. After three 

successful seasons designing on del Toro’s TV production “The Strain”, Sequeira reunited with him to create 

the costumes for the Academy Award winning film The Shape of Water.  

 

In 2018, Sequeira’s work included: The Christmas Chronicles for Netflix with Kurt Russell and Goldie Hawn; 

and IT Chapter 2, collaborating again with Director Andres Muschietti and with a cast that included Bill 

Skarsgård, Jessica Chastain, James McAvoy and Bill Hader.  

 

2019-2020, Sequeira once again teamed up with Guillermo del Toro on his film Nightmare Alley. With a 

star-studded cast including Bradley Cooper, Rooney Mara, Cate Blanchett, Toni Collette, Willem Dafoe, Ron 

Perlman, David Strathairn and Richard Jenkins, the film is set in the late 30s/early 40s and will be released 

in December 2021.  

 

Currently Sequeira is costume designing the Netflix anthology series Guillermo del Toro’s “Cabinet of 

Curiosities”.  In 2010, he was nominated for a Gemini Award in the Best Costume Design category for “Being 

Erica”, a TV show that he worked on for 5 seasons.  

 

2018 and The Shape of Water brought nominations for Best Costume Design from both the Academy 

Awards and the BAFTA’s. Sequeira was also nominated for and won the prestigious Excellence in Period 

Film Award from the Costume Designers Guild. Later that year he won the Best Costume Design Award 

from CAFTCAD (Canadian Alliance for Film and Television Costume Arts and Design).  

 

With over 36 years of accumulated experience and knowledge, Sequeira continues to take on every project 

with his total being. No detail is overlooked in developing each and every costume in order to: aid the actor 

in solidifying their transformation into the character; and to aid the director in creating a sense of time and 

place. And, finally, those costumes become an integral to allowing the viewer to be fully immersed in that 

world.  

 

Sequeira is a member of: IATSE 873 (Canada), Costume Designers Guild – Local 893, British Academy of 

Film and Television Arts (BAFTA), Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (AMPAS), Canadian Alliance 

of Film & Television Costume Arts and Design (CAFTCAD), and the Academy of Portuguese Cinema 

(Portugal). 

 

Nathan Johnson (Music by) 

As a composer and director, Nathan Johnson's innovative film scores and hybrid media performances have 

consistently blurred the lines between stage, screen, music, and narrative. Best known for his 

unconventional work in film music (Knives Out, Looper, Brick), Johnson favors modified, organic 

instrumentation combined with unique approaches to recording and performing. 
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Beginning with his acclaimed work on the neo-noir film Brick, Johnson made a practice of combining 

unorthodox audio sources such as filing cabinets, kitchen utensils, and tuned wine glasses with traditional 

instrumentation. A similar approach has underpinned all of his work, from the angular strings and extended 

techniques of Knives Out to the vast sonic palettes of Looper, which he constructed using field recordings 

of industrial detritus to create a hybrid, found-sound orchestra. Nathan Johnson’s avant-garde and original 

voice has received critical recognition, including being named “Breakthrough Composer of the Year” by 

the International Film Critics’ Association. 

  

Along with composing for film, Johnson is a founding member of The Echo Society, a Los Angeles-based 

collective of artists and musicians. He has also directed a number of music videos for bands including Lucius 

and Son Lux. His video “Change Is Everything” won Best Alternative Video at the UK Music Video Awards. 

As a filmmaker, Nathan Johnson has given talks at universities around the world, and his work has been 

featured at the Hammer Museum, Adobe MAX, TED, and Apple.  

 

 

CAST BIOS 

 

Cate Blanchett (Dr. Lilith Ritter) 

Cate Blanchett is an internationally acclaimed actor, producer, artistic director, humanitarian and dedicated 

member of the arts community. She is the co-Founder and Principal of film and television production 

company Dirty Films, alongside her partners Andrew Upton and Coco Francini.  

 

Blanchett most recently began production on the upcoming Todd Field film, “Tar.” This year, she also 

wrapped production on Eli Roth’s Borderlands. She will next be seen starring in Adam McKay’s film, Don’t 

Look Up, as well as Guillermo Del Toro’s Nightmare Alley and Pinocchio. In 2015, she appeared in the title 

role of Carol, which she produced with Dirty Films and was directed by Todd Haynes. She received an Oscar, 

BAFTA, Golden Globe, Independent Spirit and SAG nomination for her performance. The same year, she 

appeared as Mary Mapes in Truth opposite Robert Redford. Blanchett has won Academy Awards for Best 

Actress on behalf of her performance as Jasmine in the film Blue Jasmine, and Best Supporting Actress for 

her portrayal of Katharine Hepburn in Martin Scorsese’s The Aviator. In 2008, Blanchett was nominated for 

two Academy Awards; one for Best Actress in Elizabeth: The Golden Age and one for Best Supporting Actress 

in I’m Not There. She was only the fifth actor in Academy history to be nominated in both acting categories 

in the same year. She also received dual SAG and BAFTA Award nominations for each role, and won a 

Golden Globe Award, Independent Spirit Award, several critics groups’ awards, and the Volpi Cup for Best 

Actress at the Venice Film Festival for I’m Not There. Other recent film credits include How to Train Your 

Dragon: The Hidden World (2019), Ocean’s Eight (2018), The House With a Clock in Its Walls (2018), Mowgli: 

Legend of the Jungle (2018), as well as Thor: Ragnarok (2017). 

 

Most recently, Dirty Films executive produced Christos Nikou’s “Apples” which was named one of the year’s 

best International Films by the National Board of Review. Dirty Films most recently produced the highly 

acclaimed Mrs. America for FX and Hulu, as well as the Netflix limited series STATELESS, which received a 

record breaking 18 Australian Academy of Cinema and Television Arts (AACTA) nominations, winning 13. 
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Dirty Films has a first look deal with FX Productions for television projects, and with New Republic Pictures 

for feature films. 

 

Blanchett’s film credits include: Peter Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings Trilogy and The Hobbit: The Battle of 

the Five Armies; David Fincher’s The Curious Case of Benjamin Button; Steven Spielberg’s Indiana Jones and 

the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull; Steven Soderbergh’s The Good German; Alejandro González Iñárritu’s 

Babel; Wes Anderson’s The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou. 

 

She has created visual artworks with Julian Rosefeldt’s art film and installation, Manifesto, Marco 

Brambilla’s The Four Temperaments, and a video portrait of herself with David Rosetzky. 

 

Blanchett served alongside Upton as the co-Artistic Director and co-CEO of the Sydney Theatre Company 

between 2008-2013, producing between 19 and 20 shows a year, which toured extensively nationally and 

internationally. Their most notable productions include; Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire, 

directed by Liv Ullman; Anton Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya directed by Tamas Ascher, Steven Soderbergh’s Tot 

Mom; Benedict Andrew’s highly acclaimed productions of the War of the Roses, The Maids, Gross Und Klein, 

and the seminal adaptation of The Secret River by Neil Armfield, which has since inspired the title-sharing 

ABC television series; Andrew Upton’s The Present, directed by John Crowley for which Blanchett earned a 

Tony Award nomination. Recently, Blanchett has appeared on stage in the controversial adaptation of 

Martin Crimp’s National Theatre production of When We Have Sufficiently Tortured Each Other.  

 

In 2010, Blanchett and Upton were awarded with the Green Globe Award for their Green Contribution at 

the Sydney Theatre Company, becoming one of the World’s Greenest Arts Organizations. 

 

Blanchett is a Global Goodwill Ambassador for UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency and a lifetime member of 

the Australian Conservation Foundation, a strong supporter of the Actors Benevolent Fund, the SAG-AFTRA 

Foundation, the Australian Wildlife Conservancy, an AFI Ambassador and Patron of the Sydney Film Festival 

and the NIDA Foundation. 

 

Blanchett holds a BFI Fellowship from the BFI London Film Festival and was awarded the Women in Film 

Crystal + Lucy Award for expanding the roles of women in film; the Crystal Award at the World Economic 

Forum in Davos in 2018 for her work with UNHCR and has received the 2018 Stanley Kubrick Award for 

Excellence in Film. She has been awarded the Centenary Medal of Service to Australian Society through 

Acting and has received a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. 

 

In 2018, Blanchett served as Jury President of the 71st Cannes International Film Festival and she was the 

Jury President of the 77th Venice International Film Festival in 2020.  

 

Blanchett holds Honorary Doctorates of Letters from the University of New South Wales, the University of 

Sydney, and Macquarie University. In recognition of her continued advocacy for the arts and her support 

of humanitarian and environmental causes, Blanchett has been awarded the Companion of the Order of 

Australia in the General Division; she was also awarded the Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres by 
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the French Minister of Culture. She lives in the English countryside with her husband Andrew Upton, their 

four children, three dogs, twelve chickens and two pigs.  

 

Toni Collette (Zeena Krumbein) 

With a proven ability to transform into the characters she plays, Toni Collette has impressed audiences and 

the entertainment industry alike throughout the last two decades. 

  

She made an indelible impression on moviegoers worldwide with her breakout performance as the title 

character in P.J. Hogan’s Muriel’s Wedding, which brought her a Golden Globe Award nomination. More 

recently, she won a Golden Globe Award and an Emmy Award for her portrayal of a woman with multiple 

personalities on the television series United States of Tara, which ran for three seasons. 

  

She was an Academy Award nominee for her performance in M. Night Shyamalan’s sleeper 

phenomenon The Sixth Sense, which was nominated for five other Academy Awards including Best Picture. 

She subsequently starred in another Best Picture Oscar nominee, Jonathan Dayton and Valerie Faris’ Little 

Miss Sunshine, the surprise hit of 2006; Collette received Golden Globe and BAFTA Award nominations for 

her performance, and shared with her fellow actors from the ensemble the Critics’ Choice Movie Award for 

Best Acting Ensemble as well as the Screen Actors Guild Award for Outstanding Performance by a Cast in a 

Motion Picture. 

  

Her many other movies have included Todd Haynes’ Velvet Goldmine; Norman Jewison’s telefilm Dinner 

with Friends; Roger Michell’s Changing Lanes; Paul and Chris Weitz’s About a Boy, for which she received a 

BAFTA Award nomination; Stephen Daldry’s The Hours, for which she was a Screen Actors Guild Award 

nominee with her fellow actors from the ensemble; Sue Brooks’ Japanese Story, opposite Gotaro 

Tsunashima, for which she won Best Actress honors from the Australian Film Institute and the Film Critics 

Circle of Australia; Curtis Hanson’s In Her Shoes; Alan Ball’s Towelhead; Adam Elliot’s animated 

feature Mary and Max, in voiceover alongside Philip Seymour Hoffman; Mental, reteaming her with 

director P.J. Hogan; Sacha Gervasi’s Hitchcock; Nat Faxon and Jim Rash’s The Way Way Back; 

Megan Griffith’s Lucky Them; Nicole Holofcener’s Enough Said; the animated feature The Boxtrolls, Gerard 

Barrett’s Glassland with Jack Reynor, Catherine Hardwicke’s Miss You Already with Drew Barrymore 

and Legendary Picture’s Krampus with Adam Scott.   

 

Collette most recently starred in the independent films: Please Stand By with Dakota Fanning, Yellow 

Birds with Jennifer Aniston, and Fun Mom Dinner with Molly Shannon as well as Madame with Harvey 

Keitel. Collette went onto star in the highly anticipated thriller film Hereditary, which got her rave reviews 

out of Sundance and was A24’s top grossing film of all time. Hereditary was released at the same time in 

June 2018 as the heartfelt indie Hearts Beat Loud that Collette starred in with Nick Offerman. Collette then 

went on to star in two Netflix mini-series Wanderlust which was written by the award winning play write 

Nick Payne and Unbelievable where she was nominated for a Golden Globe in 2019. Also in 2019, Collette 

starred in the box-office, breakout hit KnivesOut with a star studded cast. Collette finished out 2020 by 

staring in the highly anticipated Netflix feature I’m Thinking of Ending Things, directed by Charlie Kaufman. 

 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm1059630/?ref_=tt_ov_st
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm1059630/?ref_=tt_ov_st
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In 2021, Collette starred in the independent feature film Dream Horse with Damian Lewis that premiered 

at the Sundance Film Festival and Stowaway with Anna Kendrick which premiered and was number one on 

Netflix. You can next see Collette in Searchlight’s Guillermo del Toro’s film, Nightmare Alley with Bradley 

Cooper which comes to theaters December 17, 2021. Collette just wrapped her Netflix series, “Pieces of 

Her” which comes out in 2022.  

 

Collette was a Tony and Drama Desk Award nominee, and a Theatre World Award winner, for her Broadway 

debut in George C. Wolfe and Michael John LaChiusa’s musical The Wild Party. In 2014, she returned to 

Broadway in Will Eno’s play The Realistic Joneses, directed by Sam Gold; where she shared with her fellow 

actors - the Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Ensemble Performance. Her additional stage credits include 

productions with the Belvoir Street Theatre and the Sydney Theater Company. 

  

Born and raised in Australia, she was a student at Australia’s prestigious National Institute of Dramatic Art 

(NIDA). 

 

Willem Dafoe (Clem Hoatley) 

Having made over one hundred films in his legendary career, Willem Dafoe is internationally respected for 

bringing versatility, boldness, and dare to some of the most iconic films of our time. His artistic curiosity in 

exploring the human condition leads him to projects all over the world, large and small, Hollywood films as 

well as Independent cinema. 

 

In 1979, he was given a role in Michael's Cimino's Heaven's Gate, from which he was fired.  Since then, he 

has collaborated with directors who represent a virtual encyclopedia of modern cinema:  James Wan, 

Kenneth Branagh, Kathryn Bigelow, Sam Raimi, Alan Parker, Walter Hill, Mary Harron, Wim Wenders, Anton 

Corbijn, Zhang Yimou, Martin Scorsese, David Lynch, William Friedkin, Werner Herzog, Lars Von Trier, Spike 

Lee, David Cronenberg, Scott Cooper, Anthony Minghella, Robert Rodriguez, Phillip Noyce, Hector Babenco, 

Zack Snyder and Dee Rees. 

  

Dafoe has been recognized with four Academy Award nominations:  Best Actor in a Supporting Role for 

Oliver Stone’s Platoon, E. Elias Merhige’s Shadow Of The Vampire (for which he also received Golden Globe 

and Screen Actors Guild nominations), and Sean Baker’s The Florida Project (also Golden Globe and Screen 

Actors Guild nominations) as well as Best Leading Actor for Julian Schnabel’s At Eternity's Gate (also a 

Golden Globe nomination).  He has also been awarded by the New York Film Critics Circle and the National 

Board of Review, as well as twice by the Los Angeles Film Critics Association.  Additionally, he is 

the recipient of two Independent Spirit Awards, the Venice Film Festival Volpi Cup and a Berlinale Honorary 

Golden Bear for Lifetime Achievement. 

 

He and his wife, director Giada Colagrande, have made three films together: Padre, A Woman, and Before 

It Had A Name. 

  

His natural adventurousness is evident in roles as diverse as Thomas Wake in Robert Eggers’ The 

Lighthouse; Marcus, the elite assassin who is mentor to Keanu Reeves in the neo-noir John Wick; in his 
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voice work as Gil the Moorish Idol in Finding Nemo; as the notorious filmmaker in Abel 

Ferrara’s Pasolini; as Paul Smecker, the obsessed FBI agent in the cult classic The Boondock Saints; and as 

real life hero Leonhard Seppala, who led the 1925 Alaskan dog sled diphtheria serum run in Togo.  That 

adventurous spirit continues with upcoming films including Paul Schrader’s The Card Counter, Wes 

Anderson’s The French Dispatch, Guillermo Del Toro’s Nightmare Alley and Robert Eggers’ The Northman. 

He is currently lensing Yorgos Lanthimos’ Poor Things and will soon begin filming Walter Hill’s Dead For A 

Dollar.  

 

Dafoe is one of the founding members of The Wooster Group, the New York based experimental theatre 

collective. He created and performed in all of the group's work from 1977 thru 2005, both in the U.S. and 

internationally.  Since then, he worked with Richard Foreman in Idiot Savant at NYC's Public Theatre, with 

Robert Wilson on two international productions: The Life & Death of Marina Abramovic and The Old 

Woman (opposite Mikhail Baryshnikov) and developed a new theatre piece, directed by Romeo Castellucci, 

based on Nathaniel Hawthorne's The Minister's Black Veil.  He recently completed work on Marina 

Abramovic's opera 7 Deaths of Maria Callas. 

 

Richard Jenkins (Ezra Grindle) 

Academy Award® nominated Richard Jenkins is one of the most in-demand character actors in Hollywood, 

having made 80 films.  

  

Upcoming, Jenkins stars in Stephen Karam's adaption of the one-act Broadway play, The Humans, which 

co-stars Jayne Houdyshell, Beanie Feldstein, Amy Schumer, Steven Yeun and June Squibb. Set inside a pre-

war duplex in downtown Manhattan, the film follows the course of an evening in which a family gathers to 

celebrate Thanksgiving. As darkness falls outside the crumbling building, mysterious things start to go bump 

in the night and family tensions reach a boiling point. A24 is releasing the film November 24, 2021. 

  

Additionally, Jenkins will be seen reteaming with Guillermo Del Toro's Nightmare Alley, alongside Bradley 

Cooper, Cate Blanchett, Willem Dafoe, Toni Collette, Ron Perlman and Rooney Mara. The film follows a 

corrupt con-man who teams up with a female psychiatrist to trick people into giving them 

money. Searchlight Pictures is set to release the film December 17, 2021. 

  

He is currently in production on Netflix's limited series Monster: The Jeffrey Dahmer Story co-created by 

Ryan Murphy and Ian Brennan. Monster chronicles the story of one of America’s most notorious serial 

killers, largely told from the point of view of Dahmer’s victims, and dives deeply into the police 

incompetence that allowed the Wisconsin native to go on a multiyear killing spree. 

  

Recently, Jenkins was seen in Guillermo del Toro’s The Shape of Water, for which he received an 

Oscar®, Golden Globe®, Screen Actors Guild® and Critics Choice Award® nominations for Best Supporting 

Actor.  

   

His notable film credits include The Visitor, for which he received an Oscar® nomination for Best 

Actor, Bone Tomahawk, Cabin in the Woods, Step Brothers, Eat Pray Love, Killing Me Softly, Jack 
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Reacher, The Company You Keep, Flirting With Disaster, The Witches of Eastwick, North Country, Burn After 

Reading, There’s Something About Mary, Random Hearts as well as The Man Who Wasn’t There.  

   

Jenkins has also starred in acclaimed TV shows including Berlin Station, Olive Kitteridge, for which he 

received an Emmy Award® for Outstanding Actor in a Limited Series, and Six Feet Under.  

 

Rooney Mara (Molly Cahill) 

Two-time Oscar®-nominee Rooney Mara began her career shortly after enrolling as a student at New York 

University. It was during her college years that Mara decided to explore her interest in acting, landing small 

parts in independent films and eventually moving to Los Angeles to pursue the craft full-time. 

 

Mara will soon begin production on writer and director Sarah Polley’s Women Talking, opposite Frances 

McDormand, who will also serve as a producer, Claire Foy, Jessie Buckley, and Ben Whishaw. Based on The 

New York Times’ bestselling novel of the same name by Miriam Toews, the film follows a group of women 

in an isolated religious colony as they struggle to reconcile their faith with a series of sexual assaults 

committed by the colony’s men. MGM’s Orion Pictures and Plan B Entertainment will release the feature.  

 

Next, Mara will co-star in Guillermo del Toro’s Nightmare Alley, opposite Bradley Cooper and Cate 

Blanchett. Based on William Lindsay Gresham’s 1946 novel of the same name, the film follows an ambitious 

and corrupt carnival performer (Cooper) who teams up with a female psychiatrist (Mara) to manipulate 

people into giving them money. Searchlight Pictures will release the film on December 17, 2021.  

 

In April 2019, Mara starred as the title role in Mary Magdalene for director Garth Davis, opposite Joaquin 

Phoenix’s ‘Jesus Christ.’ The film was released in the US by IFC Films and internationally by Universal 

Pictures. 

 

In July 2018, Mara and Phoenix also co-starred in Gus Van Sant’s Don’t Worry, He Won’t Get Far on Foot, 

which premiered at the 2018 Sundance Film Festival. The film is adapted from John Callahan’s memoir of 

the same name, which tells the story of his own paralysis after a car accident at age 21, and how he turned 

to drawing as a form of therapy. Amazon Studios will release the film on July 13, 2018.   

 

Mara starred opposite Casey Affleck in A24 Films’ A Ghost Story, directed by David Lowery. The film first 

premiered to critical praise at the 2017 Sundance Film Festival, was recognized as one of the Top 10 

Independent Films of 2017 by the National Board of Review, and was nominated for the Independent Spirit 

John Cassavetes Award.  

 

In October 2017, Mara starred opposite Ben Mendohlson in UNA, a screen adaptation of David Harrower’s 

Olivier Award winning play Blackbird. The film, directed by Benedict Andrews, tells the story of a young 

woman who unexpectedly arrives at an older man’s workplace looking for answers. Mara also starred in 

Jim Sheridan’s The Secret Scripture, alongside Vanessa Redgrave and Theo James. The Irish film revolves 

around a woman’s extended stay at a mental hospital. Both films premiered at the 2016 Toronto 

International Film Festival.   
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In March 2017, Mara starred in Terrence Malik’s Song to Song alongside Ryan Gosling, Michael Fassbender 

and Natalie Portman, which opened the SXSW Festival and revolves around two intersecting love triangles, 

sexual obsession and betrayal set against the music scene in Austin, Texas. Mara also starred in THE 

DISCOVERY opposite Robert Redford and Jason Segal for director Charlie McDowell, which was released by 

Netflix and premiered at the 2017 Sundance Film Festival. 

 

In November 2016, Mara starred in Lion with Dev Patel and Nicole Kidman for director Garth Davis. The 

adaptation of Saroo Brierley’s memoir, A Long Way Home, follows a young street kid from Calcutta who 

lands in an orphanage and is adopted by an Australian couple, who finds his way back home in adulthood 

using Google Earth. The film had its world premiere at the 2016 Toronto International Film Festival and has 

earned critical praise as one of the seasons’ top award contenders.  

 

In November 2015, Mara starred opposite Cate Blanchett in Carol, directed by Todd Haynes. Based off the 

controversial romance novel “The Price of Salt,” the critically acclaimed drama tells a story about a 

burgeoning romantic relationship between two women in 1950s New York.  The film premiered at the 2015 

Cannes Film Festival where Mara won Best Actress. Mara was recognized with Oscar®, Screen Actors Guild, 

Golden Globe®, and BAFTA award nominations for her performance.  

 

In October 2015, Mara starred in Stephen Daldry’s film Trash, set in the slums of Brazil with a script written 

by Richard Curtis. Mara portrayed a government aid worker.  The film premiered at the Rome Film Festival 

in October 2014 and was nominated for a BAFTA Award for Best Film. 

 

In 2013, Mara starred in the 2013 Sundance Film Festival competitive entry Ain’t Them Bodies Saints for 

writer/ director David Lowery with Casey Affleck and Ben Foster. The drama tells the story of a young 

mother who struggles to cope with life after her husband is imprisoned for a deadly crime.  

 

Also in 2013, Mara starred in Side Effetcs directed by Steven Soderbergh and opposite Channing Tatum and 

Jude Law.  Mara portrayed a woman who turns to prescription medication as a way of handling her anxiety 

and depression. The film was released by Open Road Films and was an official entry at the 2013 Berlin Film 

Festival.  In December 2013, Mara appeared in the Academy & Golden Globe® Best Picture nominated film 

HER.  Directed by Spike Jonze and starring Joaquin Phoenix and Amy Adams, the film tells a story about a 

man who finds love and companionship with the computerized voice of a personal operating system.  

 

Mara first mesmerized audiences and critics alike for her portrayal of ‘Lisbeth Salander’ in the 2011 David 

Fincher-directed, U.S. adaptation of the popular Stieg Larsson book The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. From 

her outstanding performance, Mara was recognized by the National Board of Review for Breakthrough 

Performance as well as earned a Golden Globe® and Oscar® nomination for Best Actress, Drama. 

 

Additional film credits include Tanner Hall, directed by Francesca Gregorini and Tatiana von Furstenberg; 

Warner Bros.’ Pan, for director Joe Wright; David Fincher’s The Social Network; Youth in Revolt; and The 

Winning Season opposite Sam Rockwell.    
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In 2016, Mara voiced a character in the first of the three-picture animated series “Kubo and the Two 

Strings” by LAIKA and Focus Features.  Set in ancient Japan, the story follows kindhearted Kubo, who lives 

a humble life caring for his mother in their village when a spirit from the past catches up with him and he’s 

forced on the run from gods and monsters.  The film also stars Matthew McConaughey, Charlize Theron 

and Ralph Fiennes.  

 

On the small screen, Mara’s credits include memorable guest starring roles on “ER”, “The Cleander”, 

“Women’s Murder Club”, and “Law & Order: Special Victims Unit”. 

 

In 2018, Mara created the vegan fashion line, Hiraeth, with partners Sara Schloat and Chrys Wong. The 

cruelty-free brand focuses on clothing and accessories and was created to serve as a new generation of 

conscious women who value quality and design, though do not want to compromise on their ethical beliefs. 

 

Ron Perlman (Bruno) 

Ron Perlman is a classically-trained actor who has appeared in countless stage plays, feature films and 

television productions. 

 

With a career spanning over three decades, Perlman has worked alongside such diverse actors as Marlon 

Brando, Sean Connery, Dominique Pinon, Brad Dourif, Ed Harris, John Hurt, Jude Law, Christina Ricci, 

Federico Luppi, Sigourney Weaver, Michael Wincott and Elijah Wood to name a few. 

 

Perlman started out as Amoukar, one of the tribesmen in Jean-Jacques Annaud's Academy Award-winning 

film Quest for Fire, for which he earned a Genie Award nomination. Perlman teamed up with Annaud again, 

this time as a hunchback named Salvatore in The Name of the Rose. His breakthrough came when he landed 

the role of the noble lion-man Vincent, opposite Linda Hamilton on the fantasy series “Beauty and the 

Beast”. His work in this role earned him not only a Golden Globe Award but an underground fan following.  

 

Other credits include Guillermo del Toro's Cronos, which started a lifelong friendship and collaboration 

between the director and Perlman, Jean-Pierre Jeunet's surreal The City of Lost Children, and Alien: 

Resurrection. Perlman has also used his distinctive voice appearing in many animated films/series, 

commercials and for his work on such games as the Fallout series. He eventually rose to worldwide fame 

when del Toro helped him land the title role in the big-budget comic book movie Hellboy.  

 

Other notable roles include the cunning Norman Arbuthnot in The Last Supper, sniper expert Koulikov in 

Enemy at the Gates, vampire leader Reinhardt in Blade II, his reprisal of Hellboy in Hellboy II: The Golden 

Army and biker chief Clarence Morrow on the popular series “Sons of Anarchy”. 

 

He currently resides in Los Angeles, California with his wife, Opal, and their two children, Blake and 

Brandon. 
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Mary Steenburgen (Felicia Kimball) 

Academy Award and Golden Globe winning actress Mary Steenburgen is a Hollywood veteran, having 

appeared in countless roles on the big and small screen. Steenburgen is also an award-winning songwriter 

having co-written the pivotal song from NEON’s critically acclaimed feature film Wild Rose. Steenburgen is 

known for her Oscar nominated work in Melvin and Howard in addition to unforgettable roles in What’s 

Eating Gilbert Grape, Stepbrothers, and television shows such as “Justified,” “Orange is the New Black,” 

HBO’s “Togetherness” and “Curb Your Enthusiasm.”  

 

Steenburgen starred for two seasons on NBC’s musical television sensation “Zoey’s Extraordinary Playlist” 

alongside Jane Levy, Peter Gallagher, Skyler Astin and Lauren Graham. She starred for four seasons on FOX’s 

critically acclaimed comedy series “The Last Man on Earth” opposite Will Forte.  

 

This fall, Steenburgen will star in feature film Zoey’s Extraordinary Christmas, which will pick-up where 

Season 2 of “Zoey’s Extraordinary Playlist” left off. She will also appear in Guillermo del Toro's upcoming 

film, Nightmare Alley which will be released on December 17, 2021. In 2020, Steenburgen starred in Hulu’s 

rom-com Happiest Season which was the streamers most-watched film on the platform. The film is directed 

by Clea Duvall and she stars alongside Mackenzie Davis, Kristen Stewart, Dan Levy, Marry Holland and Alison 

Brie.  

 

In 2018, Steenburgen starred in Paramount Pictures film Book Club alongside Diane Keaton, Jane Fonda 

and Candice Bergen. In 2017, Steenburgen appeared opposite Lake Bell, Ed Helms and Paul Reiser in the 

comedy feature I do… Until I Don’t. She also had a starring turn opposite Kevin Kline in the CBS films feature 

Dean and appeared alongside Jason Sudeikis & Jessica Biel in The Book of Love, which was screened at the 

2016 Tribeca Film Festival. 

 

In addition to her work in film and television, Steenburgen is a singer/songwriter for Warner Chappell and 

has collaborated with acclaimed artists such as Tim McGraw, Kate York, Caitlyn Smith, Matraca Berg, Troy 

Verges, Jeremy Spillman, Luke Laird, Lori McKenna and many others. She co-wrote the song “Glasgow” with 

Nashville songwriters Kate York and Caitlyn Smith for NEON’s critically acclaimed film Wild Rose. In addition 

to the song being shortlisted for an Academy Award for Best Original Song, “Glasgow” also won both the 

Critics' Choice Award and the Hollywood Critics Association Award for Best Original Song. Steenburgen has 

written songs for films including Last Vegas and Dirty Girl (co-written with Melissa Manchester) and is 

currently writing the music for the animated film adaptation of the book The Underneath.  

 

Her additional film and television credits include: “Curb your Enthusiasm,” “Orange is the New Black,” “30 

Rock,” “Bored to Death,” and “Wilfred,” Goin’ South, Time after Time, Ragtime, Philadelphia, Back to the 

Future 3, Cross Creek Midsummer Night’s Sex Comedy, Miss Firecracker, The Proposal, Elf, Dirty Girl, Four 

Christmases, The Help, Last Vegas and Song One. 

 

A proud member of the Atlantic Theater Company, Steenburgen’s theater credits include Holiday (London’s 

Old Vic, directed by Lindsay Anderson), Candida, Marvin’s Room, The Beginning of August, The Exonerated.  
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She lives in Los Angeles with her husband Ted Danson.  

 

David Strathairn (Pete Krumbein) 

David Strathairn won the Volpi Cup at the Venice Film Festival and earned Best Actor nominations from the 

Academy, Golden Globe, Screen Actors Guild, BAFTA and Independent Spirit Awards for his compelling 

portrait of legendary CBS news broadcaster Edward R. Murrow in George Clooney’s Oscar-nominated 

drama Good Night, and Good Luck. He won an Emmy for Best Supporting Actor in the HBO project, Temple 

Grandin in 2011 and was nominated in 2012 for his portrayal of John Dos Passos in HBO's Hemingway and 

Gellhorn.  

 

His 2005 Independent Spirit nomination was the fourth in a stellar career that dates back to his 1980 motion 

picture debut in John Sayles’s first film, The Return of the Secaucus Seven. Strathairn subsequently 

collaborated with Sayles on seven titles, winning the IFP honor for his supporting performance in City of 

Hope, while collecting two additional nominations for Passion Fish and Limbo.  

 

Strathairn has continued a busy screen career with co-starring roles in several critically acclaimed films, 

including Tim Robbins’s directorial debut, Bob Roberts; Penny Marshall’s A League of Their Own; Losing 

Isaiah; Sydney Pollack’s The Firm; Sneakers; Taylor Hackford’s adaptation of the Stephen King novel Dolores 

Claiborne; and Jodie Foster’s Home for the Holidays; as well as two projects with Curtis Hansen: The River 

Wild and the Oscar-winning L.A. Confidential, in which Strathairn shared a Screen Actors Guild Award 

nomination with the all-star ensemble cast.  

 

His additional movie credits include Memphis Belle, A Map of the World, Simon Birch, Lost in Yonkers, 

Missing in America, Michael Hoffman’s adaptation of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Philip Kaufman’s 

Twisted, The Bourne Ultimatum directed by Paul Greengrass, The Tempest starring opposite Helen Mirren, 

Steven Spielberg's Lincoln and The Second Best Exotic Marigold Hotel directed by John Madden. On the 

small screen David starred in the AMC/BBC 8 part series “McMafia” and has had a recurring role on the 

SyFy series “Alphas”, “The Blacklist” for CBS and had a continuing guest role on Showtime's “Billions” and 

“The Expanse” on Amazon Prime. He was most recently seen starring in the 10 part series “Interrogation” 

for CBS All Access. 

 

# # # # # 
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