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PreviewW

We’re obsessed with movie trailers. This year fans watched 
more than a billion on YouTube and searched for trailers 
three times more than in 2008. And these numbers continue 
to grow as studios focus film-advertising dollars online. As 
soon as the latest movie teaser goes live, the web freaks out. 
Entertainment sites like IGN and Vulture post shot-by-shot 
deconstructions—some outlets like Slate even have dedi-
cated trailer critics. Fans pull scenes apart and piece them 
back together as YouTube parodies. And the trailer editors, 
along with their studio overlords, monitor comment boards 
for instant reactions. ¶ In short, these previews have become 
a thriving industry, almost as popular as that of the movies 
they’re teasing. But it wasn’t always this way. To understand 
shifts in trailers, we watched scores of them and analyzed 
their defining elements: title cards, voice-overs, music, num-
ber of cuts. Condensing what we learned into usable intel 
was like cutting a trailer ourselves—extracting essential 
elements, picking the choicest bits, and ultimately getting 
us excited for what’s to come—an age in which ever-savvier 
fans demand more (and better) trailers. Because really, 2013 
is just a preview of coming attractions. 

        GRIPP ING! 
MIND-BLO WING!  

BLOOD-
CHILLING!

In a world where  
fans follow the  

latest trailers with 
rabid devotion, the 
movie preview has  

become a genre  
unto itself—and a  

viral sensation.  
Here’s what makes  

these shorts so epic.

 by Jason Kehe and 
Katie M. PalMer

The art 
       Of The trailer
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Cuts, Cuts, and More Cuts!
Life’s getting faster, and so are 
movie trailers. Just look at how 
the number of cuts has increased 
over time. Yeah, we actually 
counted. That wild outlier in 
1964? Dr. Strangelove—with an 
epileptic 136 cuts per minute.
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Coming soonW

case study The African Queen (1951) 

“ The most exciting adventure ever screened,”  
declares the trailer for The African Queen, a  
picture that teams two of Hollywood’s brightest  
stars for a trip down the river—and into the  
annals of film history.

1  hyperboliC  
title Cards

Cards do everything in 
Hollywood’s early trail-
ers: show titles, name 
stars, celebrate technol-
ogy. But most of all, they 
sell the movie with outra-
geous superlatives—like 
“classic” and “sensation.” 
Hyperbole defines the 
era—nearly 80 percent of 
the trailers we watched 
use it in some way.

2  produCtion 
Monopoly

By the 1940s, movie 
advertising is essen-
tially controlled by one 
company: the National 
Screen Service. Its trailer 
formula—title cards, 
voice-over, a few key 
scenes, and a lengthy 
cast run-through— 
dominates the era.

3  stars shine

The Hollywood star sys-
tem is bright and bank-
able—Bogart and costar 
Katharine Hepburn can 
sell a movie just by show-
ing up. Story is down-
played; famous faces fill 
almost two-thirds of the 
trailer’s run time.

4  diseMbodied voiCe

A male narrator declaims 
the film’s unique achieve-
ments—that The African  
Queen was “filmed in 
the treacherous wilds of 
Africa,” for instance.

5  teChnology!

Widescreen views and 
fuller color—thanks to 
Cinerama, CineScope, 
Technicolor, Eastman 
Color—sell more tickets, 
but they come at a price: 
The added costs eat  
into profits, so studios 
must continuously  
trumpet new tech.

1  voiCe of don

God finds a new voice in 
Don LaFontaine, who nar-
rates most of the big trail-
ers of this period. (He will 
record more than 5,000 
by the end of his 30-plus-
year career.) Known for 
popularizing clichés like 
“In a world …” and “At a 
time … ,” LaFontaine’s 
stentorian, exaggerated 
narrations include long 
discourses on plot.

2  f/X booM

Beginning with ’80s 
sci-fi—Tron, Dune, Star 
Trek II—CGI attacks. By 
the mid-’90s, studios 
want to entice audiences 
with the biggest and bad-
dest effects. Director 
Roland Emmerich pitches 
Independence Day to Fox 
with a ready-made mar-
keting campaign: The 
people want to see shots 
of iconic American struc-
tures being blown to bits.

3  bossy studios

Hollywood is churning out 
features with formulaic 
structures. The more of 
the story you give away, 
the better the trailer 
tests. Some of the bigger 
trailer companies install 
fiber lines between their 
offices and the studios’. 
Now execs can observe 
editing in real time—and 
steer editors toward their 
favorite formula: expo-
sition, conflict, and a 
wham-bam cliff-hanger.

4  More fast Cuts

Independence Day’s trailer 
has 84 cuts in its two-and-
a-half-minute running 
time. That’s fairly modest 
for the period, thanks to 
a switch from linear edit-
ing to digital systems (like 
Avid or Final Cut). 

5  on the button

Blockbusters cost a for-
tune, so studios amp up 
focus-group testing to 
meet audience expecta-
tions. That leads to the 
crowd-pleasing “button,” 
the shot right after the 
final title card. It’s often 
a throwaway joke or gag 
that signals the general 
tone of the movie. 

case study Independence Day (1996)

With the rise of the blockbuster, trailers 
return to their paint-by-numbers roots.  
It works: Independence Day wins the  
summer of ’96 and grosses more than  
$300 million in the US.

1  direCtor as star

Trailers reflect the new 
director-auteurs’ idio-
syncratic styles. Not 
only is this trailer dis-
tinctly Kubrickian—it was 
cut by his title-sequence 
designer, Pablo Ferro—
it literally captures 
the director: Flashes 
of Kubrick’s mug are 
embedded subliminally. 
Other landmark direc-
tors of the time, like 
Alfred Hitchcock and 
Woody Allen, appear in 
their trailers as well.

2  fast Cuts

Ferro jumps light-years 
ahead of his colleagues 
with 220 shots in just 97 
seconds—about six times 
faster than other edits of 
the era. Nondigital linear 
editing is constraining: 
Trailers have to be assem-
bled by taping together 
select bits of 35-mm 
film or copying from one 
videotape to another. 
Cutting this manic, 
xylophone- punctuated 
masterpiece was insanely 
labor- intensive. 

3  Close-ups

By 1963, more than  
90 percent of US house-
holds have a TV. It’s an 
obvious place to adver-
tise movies—and the new 
TV ads influence theatri-
cal trailers. Widescreen 
vistas don’t look as good 
on smaller screens, so 
tighter, more condensed 
shots begin to appear.

4  stars diM

The star system crumbles 
as actors demand inde-
pendence from studios. 
Here, their names don’t 
appear until after the 
midway point—and only 
in easy-to-miss staccato 
bursts. Hepburn would 
not have been pleased.

5  no More Monopoly

Competition weakens 
the National Screen 
Service’s grip. Studios 
and individuals are now 
responsible for mak-
ing and distributing 
their own trailers. Ferro 
emerges as one of the 
trailer auteurs of the day. 

A Short  
History of 
Coming 
Attractions
Trailers have 
changed  
dramatically  
over the years, 
from their one-
note origins in 
old Hollywood 
to the high-
stakes mini-
movies they 
are today. It’s a 
history defined 
by the business 
and artistic 
transforma-
tions in the film 
industry itself. 
In the follow-
ing pages, we 
explore four 
eras of the 
movie trailer, 
each illus-
trated with an 
emblematic 
example of the 
period.

case study Dr. Strangelove (1964)

With this Cold War satire,  
director Stanley Kubrick doesn’t 
just create an iconic, boundary-
busting film; he helps redefine 
the trailer as a work of art.

1960s and ’70s neW voIces1940s and ’50s spectacular, spectacular!

1980s and ’90s  blockbusters rule
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Genre detector Hand-cam +  little girls chanting +  bloody fingernails computers can identify a movie ’s genre by analyzing the trailer. s o  c a n  w e .  H e r e  a r e  o u r  u n s c i e n t i f i c  t r a i l e r  f o r m u l a s :
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Now PlayiNgW

1  editors abound

The accessibility of edit-
ing software expands the 
base of trailer editors. 
Boutique outlets with 
genre specialties emerge. 
One is Mark Woollen 
& Associates, which pre-
fers director-driven 
Oscar contenders (like 
The Social Network) over 
standard summer fare.

2  what footage?

Studios want trailers way 
before a movie is com-
pletely shot. Woollen 
was given only 20 min-
utes of film, so he had 
to look elsewhere for 
additional material—spe-
cifically, his own office. 
The 50-second opening 
montage of Facebook 
screenshots was pro-
duced by Woollen’s team 
entirely in-house.

3  working titles

Where title cards once 
called out stars and spec-
tacle, now they telegraph 
a movie’s story: “You don’t 
get to 500 million friends,” 
we’re told, in bold text, 
“without making a few 
enemies.” As always, audi-
ences want to know what 
to expect. This trend deliv-
ers themes and messages 
writ large—literally.

4  killer song

Woollen popularizes 
an artsy move: A single 
piece of music (in this 
case, not from the film) 
perfectly captures the 
tone of the movie. Wool-
len chose a Belgian girls’ 
choir cover of Radio-
head’s “Creep.” The 
song, about being pro-
foundly misunderstood, 
climaxes as the betrayed 
Eduardo Saverin bursts 
through the door.

5  fans and trolls

“Can anyone tell me the 
point in this movie?” a 
YouTube commenter asks. 
Even Woollen admits to 
reading through mes-
sage boards. Studios want 
to know how trailers are 
received so they can bet-
ter address audience 
expectations in future 
campaigns.

case study The Social Network (2010)

This moody preview—for David  
Fincher’s Oscar-nominated movie about 
Facebook—wins the top prize in 2011  
at the Oscars of trailer-making, the Key  
Art Awards. 

how’s the trailer industry changing?

When I began, trailers were not on the Internet. 
That’s changed dramatically over the past sev-
eral years, especially with fan participation. We 
have instant critiques, for better or for worse. 
Everything has gotten faster.

gotten faster—and better?

Those don’t always go together. The web has 
definitely opened up lots of opportunities for dif-
ferent types of pieces. I was in a meeting with a 
director a couple of years ago. We had cut some-
thing that was on the short side, and he made a 
crack about it feeling like a trailer for a trailer. 
It’s bizarre that a year later, that’s become an 
actual thing people are doing. But I’m not a fan 
of that phenomenon. Honestly, I will say that my 

ou don’t knoW his name. But if you care about 
trailers you know his work: iconic previews for 
films like The Social Network, The Girl With the 
Dragon Tattoo, The Tree of Life, and director Nico-
las Winding Refn’s latest project, Only God Forgives, 
out July 19 (see “Unforgiving,” page 54). ¶ Meet 
Mark Woollen. A video editor since high school—
he was already cutting trailers for movies like 
Schindler’s List in his early twenties—Woollen 
now runs his own company in Santa Monica, Cali-
fornia. It’s one of the go-to trailer boutiques for 
an elite group of Hollywood filmmakers that, in 
addition to Fincher, includes Spike Jonze, Terrence 
Malick, and the Coen brothers. And they all want 
what he’s selling: trailers that not only capture 
the spirit of their movies but get people talking. If 
there’s an auteur in the trailer industry today, he’s it.

Mark 
Woollen

SecretS  
of A  

trAiler  
Guru

2000s and ’10s return of tHe auteur

=  Horror // “Not hot” (but actually hot) woman +  doofus guy +  accidentally naked =  romcom  // Parkour +  veiny biceps + jets =  action  // Voice of God +  explosions on explosions +  ’80s space suits =  sci-fi adventure  // John Williams score 

Behind
the

Scenes!
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the end

WOLveRINe 
anaTOmy  

Of a Trailer  
campaign 

best experiences as a moviegoer are when I go 
in knowing as little as possible about a movie. 
That’s so hard to do these days.

how does your process begin?

We come in at different stages, when there’s just a 
script or where they’re shooting and there are a lot 
of dailies or when there’s a finished film. When a 
film is fully done, you can make sure you’re getting 
the tone right and capture that vision. On the other 
hand, it’s fantastic to have the freedom of dailies 
for when you need a few more frames of this close-
up or that shot. That’s why you sometimes see 
things in trailers that don’t end up in the movie.

your most recognized trailers are defined 
by a single piece of music. why?

Directors talk about how it’s all about casting for 
them—when they get the right actors, their jobs 
are easier. For us, that’s true of music. Sometimes 
70, 80 percent of the job can be trying to find 
that perfect piece. Trailers are all about rhythm, 
pacing, and feeling. That’s why it’s important to 
always be listening to things. I’d had “Creep” 
on my iTunes for five or six years kind of kick-
ing around before the Social Network trailer. 

what else sets your work apart?

You won’t hear some of the familiar sounds or 
stylistic tricks. We’re always trying to reinvent 
things when we can. It should be about teasing 
and raising interest and asking provocative ques-
tions, not answering them.

how many people do you work with?

About 20—producers, editors, writers, graphic 
designers. I oversee how all the pieces come 
together creatively. But I’m actually in front of 
an Avid right now, going through my process of 
breaking down a film. I’ll watch the whole movie 
without sound, just looking for visuals—that little 
head turn, that glimpse, that spark of something. 
Then I’ll watch the movie just for dialog. I can get 
down to about 10 to 15 minutes and from there 
start crafting and making connections. 

do you get sick of a movie in the process 
of making the trailer?

Oh yeah. There’s a long withdrawal process after 
you’ve been working on something for a while. You 
dislike even the smell of ice cream after too much. 

1  tweaser
release date march 25, 2013 
length 0:06

This tweaser is a—take a 
breath—six-second teaser 
for a 20-second teaser for 
a two-minute teaser for 
a 2:32-length theatrical 
trailer for a feature-length 
movie. It packs 20 separate 
shots (is that Jean Grey?) 
into its blip of a run—that’s 
3.3 cuts per second. But 
Skip Film editor Skip Chais-
son says an earlier version 
contained twice as many. It 
was a challenging experi-
ment with form, Chais-
son says. He had to choose 
shots that would work on 
Vine’s square aspect ratio 
and audio that would sound 
decent on crappy phone 
speakers. But it still tells a 
story. Which is? “Wolverine 
is a badass,” he says. “That’s 
pretty much it.” 

2  teaser 
release date march 27, 2013 
length 1:56

It’s textbook narrative. Or, 
as Wild Card’s Temple puts 
it: “Reluctant hero, con-
flict, flash the title card. 
Simple is best.” His team—
which competes with other 
companies at every phase 
of a movie’s campaign—
started receiving dailies 
from the set almost imme-
diately. They realized just 
as quickly that the teaser 
would need shots from 

the big CGI scene in which 
Wolverine battles a nem-
esis atop one of Japan’s 
famous bullet trains. In the 
past, the craziest effects 
didn’t appear in previews 
because they happened 
too late in production. But 
trailers are now enough of 
a product themselves to 
justify changing everyone’s 
schedules. Fox rushed 
the train scene into visual 
effects so Temple could 
splice it into the teaser.

3  international teaser 
release date march 27, 2013 
length 2:27

It’s similar but not identi-
cal to its US counterpart. 
“In this country, event is 
king,” Temple says. “But 
the international markets 
try to focus on the char-
acter and the emotion.” 
Here, everything feels 
heavier, with music and 
title cards to match: “This 
year, when he’s most vul-
nerable, he’s most danger-
ous.” Noted.

4  trailer
release date may 21, 2013 
length 2:32

A third company, Transit, 
beat out Skip Film and Wild 
Card for Wolverine’s first 
official trailer. Tony Sella, 
chief creative officer at 
Fox, had just two require-
ments: Fill out Wolverine’s 
emotional backstory and 

tease the main villain.  
Transit answered with the 
best ad yet, complete  
with our first good look at 
Wolverine’s nemesis, the 
Silver Samurai. Although 
the opening nightmare 
sequence seems to sug-
gest there’s no life after 
death for Jean Grey,  
Fox won’t confirm. (At 
press time, the second 
theatrical trailer was in  
the pipeline and revealed 
more plot twists.)

5  fan trailer
release date march 28, 2013 
length 2:15

Editing software is afford-
able, which explains the  
zillion fan-made trailers on 
YouTube. Some, including 
this one by moviemagic5, 
went up a day after the 
teaser was released. It 
might even lead to bigger 
things. Michael McIntyre, 
head of studio mOcean, 
says he mines fan trailers  
for new hires. “They’re 
doing it almost for free 
out there,” he says. “Let’s 
bring them to Hollywood 
and ruin them, break  
their hearts.”

Hen Was tHe last time you saw a movie with just one 
trailer? Never. Since the ’50s, most movies have gotten 
a teaser, a trailer, and a TV spot. But lately, with the web 
feeding our content greed, that old formula has splintered 
six ways to Sunday’s matinee. Now we have teasers for 
teasers, international trailers, red bands for racier con-
tent, parodies on YouTube—it’s endless titillation. And 
nowhere is that more obvious than summer blockbuster 
season. “The best campaigns are the ones that snow-
ball,” says Nick Temple, whose trailer outfit Wild Card 
has been competing to create parts of the campaign for 
Hugh Jackman’s X-Men spinoff, The Wolverine, out July 
26. But Wild Card didn’t start the ball rolling. That was 
Skip Film, which gave birth to the weirdest thing yet in 
trailer lore: the six-second Vine video known as the “twea-
ser.” Because “tweet” plus “teaser.” Because it pulls a tiny 
thing out of a big thing. Just … because.

+  Holocaust  +  Meryl  Streep  =  o s c a r  b a i t  //

it’s hard to pick favorites,  
but that’s what we  
asked our academy of 
experts to do.

damon lIndelof 

writer and producer
Psycho (1960)

“ hosted by hitchcock, it’s hands 
down the greatest trailer of all time.” 

keItH m. JoHnston 

author of Coming Soon: Film Trailers 
and the Selling of Hollywood Technology
A Clockwork Orange (1971)

“ the work of pablo ferro, this is the 
trailer as modern art.” 

mark Woollen  
Mark Woollen & Associates
The Shining (1980)

“ the perfect tease. king, kubrick, 
nicholson, and a tsunami of blood.” 

WHeeler WInston dIxon 

film professor and coeditor of  
Quarterly Review of Film and Video
The Texas Chain Saw  
Massacre (1974)

“ the invention of a genre, as well 
as a franchise, delivered with 
a maximum of suspense and a 
minimum of gore.”

nIck temple 

Wild Card
Where the Wild Things Are (2009) 

“ transportive. Made you feel like a 
kid. perfect music.” 

cHase casanova  

Mark Woollen & Associates
Little Children (2006)

“ the one that inspired me to pursue 
trailers as a profession.” 

When it came time to choose our 
favorite, we debated, we consid-
ered, we watched and rewatched 
some of our top trailers, and  
then we went with the best egg  
to ever hatch on the big screen: 
the original teaser for Alien (1979). 
Not convinced? Argue with us at  
Wired.com/best-trailer-ever.
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