There are many types of masks that a person can wear – and not all of them are as easy to spot as the one sported by the titular killer in 2015’s Carver, a crowdfunded Halloween slasher from writer / director Emily DiPrimio. Whilst at first glance, Carver could be dismissed as just another modern slasher film wishing it was made in the 1980s, there is more to be discovered underneath the film’s traditional slasher storyline. The Sinister Siblings recently spoke with Emily and the film’s leads, Lea Davis and Mark Ryan Anderson, and they were kind enough to take the time to look back and discuss Emily’s debut film and what happened behind the scenes as well. Heavy spoilers ahead – be warned! Please watch the film before reading any further!
 
Before we get into the guts of Carver, we always like to learn more about our creators, so we wanted to learn about Lea, Mark and Emily’s favourite Halloween memories. “My favourite Halloween memory would probably have to be when my mother and I went as Janis and Damian from the movie Mean Girls.” Lea tells us “We tend to do ‘couples costumes’ every year, and that one went over really well. Then we did Hugh Hefner and a Bunny which was definitely strange but awesome!”
 
“Halloween in our house was always a family event.” Mark reminisces “When I was very young, my mom made all of my costumes - and they were notoriously uncool! Every single year I would ask to be something awesome like the Grim Reaper, or a samurai, and she would laugh and say, "Look, I made you a full-body pizza costume out of felt!" One year she made me a box of cereal with a bunch of 'X's on it (A Cereal Killer). It was mortifying then, but looking back now, they are irreplaceable memories.”
 
“Growing up I dressed up as a witch multiple times, which ended up foreshadowing my love for horror.” Emily recalls “My favourite costume, though, would have to be when I was Mia Wallace from Pulp Fiction. My personal memories would honestly have to be how long I would spend organizing all of my candy before I allowed myself to eat any of it. Oh! and that one time I found a needle in a Three Musketeers bar - always check your candy!”
 
Good advice! Now on with the show…
 
Carver is about a group of teenagers who are haunted by a despicable act they committed on Halloween when they were younger. Their actions caused the deaths of three innocent people. Now, on the anniversary of those deaths, an ominous calling card in the form of a carved pumpkin has been placed at each of their homes. Someone is out for revenge. The question is...who?
 
Filmed across 20 days in June and July of 2014, with a couple of days of pick up footage shot in the August, Carver was the result of a successful Kickstarter campaign run in September 2013. All told, $31,900 USD was raised to bring Carver to life from more than 500 backers. “After taxes, Kickstarter fees, and bounced pledges, I had a little north of $25,000, which was my original goal” Emily remembers. The Kickstarter campaign received a lot of exposure – due in no small part to the fact that Emily was just 13 years old at the time. A teenage film maker - and a female one, too – caught the attention of numerous outlets, including Fangoria, Bloody Disgusting and Shock ‘til You Drop. The Daily Mail in the UK ran a piece on the film and even celebrities such as Elijah Wood tweeted out in support of the campaign. Although most articles were well meaning, many seemed to purely focus on Emily’s age and gender and treated the project as a novelty rather than a young film maker looking to take control of their creative future. Aged 15 when the film was released, Emily was not all that much younger than, say, Sam Raimi, for example, who released his Evil Dead precursor Within the Woods when he was 19.
 
“When we launched the campaign, I thought my age would be the main thing that would be talked about.” Emily recalls “To be truthful, I don't think I would have gotten funded if my gender wasn't so heavily talked about. During the campaign I learned a lot about feminism. I was experiencing true sexism for the first time and to have a crowd of people behind me was really special and something that I'll never forget. I found out about Kickstarter with my dad when we decided we wanted to make Carver.” Emily continues “We were exploring different avenues to get the funding for the film and with my unique story we thought it was good fit! I kind of got in during a sweet spot with crowdfunding. It wasn't overrun with campaigns at that point and it was before multiple campaigns never gave their backers their perks, which understandably turned people off of funding people's movies.”
 
Once the final amount raised was confirmed, it was time to reshape the script to fit the budget. The outline for Carver was initially Emily’s father Ron’s idea, but it hadn’t progressed past the outline stage for several years until Emily was off her feet for 12 weeks in early 2013 following ankle surgery. Noticing how down she was feeling, Ron asked his daughter if she’d be interested in helping him flesh out his script idea and the result was the first draft of what would eventually become Carver. ‘Eventually’ is a good word to use as the script went through five major drafts – and several on set rewrites as well - before the final shooting script was decided upon. That many updates probably means some hard decisions and some key differences from the initial script? 
 
“The original script had two big differences; Penny, Silas and Silas’ mom all "died" in a house fire that the bullies accidentally started by smashing a lit jack-o-lantern. We realized pretty quickly we wouldn't be able to pull that off with our budget and it was hard to let that scene go. The other major rewrite which I'm glad happened was that Silas was the killer in the end and Penny/Sophie was helping him.” The film has an excellent, downbeat ending, but we wanted to know if a happy one was ever written? “The only other ending ever written was Silas and Penny being the killers together. Once we decided that it worked better having Penny/Sophie be the only killer and giving her this tragic back story, it just made sense to us that she would put all of the blame on Shawn and "sacrifice" herself in the end.” Although the film is structured like a ‘traditional’ slasher film, Carver does not have a final girl. “To me, Sophie is my final girl.” Emily tells us “She survived everything that she went through throughout her life. While she doesn't make it to the end, she was strong and fought for what she thought was right and that’s all I can ask for from a final girl.”
 
So, is Sophie a villain or a victim? “Definitely both” says Lea  “She had a rough back story, turning her into a villain later in life. So, the first version of her: victim, for sure. But that doesn’t excuse her behaviour as Sophie! She became a textbook villain when she let her past create a monster. Emily did a great job of pulling you into Sophie and then making your head spin when she turned out to be who she really was. Sophie didn’t make it all the way, but that girl definitely had her moment!”
 
Carver features many people who wear ‘masks’ - people with two faces / identities. The duality of the characters seems to have been a very deliberate choice – we asked Emily if she is suggesting that you can never really be sure about anyone? “Absolutely!” she enthuses “I love writing characters with internal struggles. Old slashers didn't always flesh out their characters too well so it was a priority of mine to fully think out every single character and know them inside and out. To me it also makes the deaths more impactful when characters feel like real people.”
 
With the project officially given the greenlight, and the script under control, attention was then focused on casting. Defying its low budget roots, demand was high for a role in the upcoming film with 2,000 submissions received for Elisha Jachetti, the casting director, to work through. The leads were announced in March 2014, however the initial actress selected to play Sophie, Sarah Robertson, left before shooting started. “A week before production she (Sarah) left the film to pursue another opportunity.” recollects Emily “I (had seen) Lea Davis in a play about a month earlier and fell in love with her and was sad that I didn't find her sooner. Everything happens for a reason, and I cast Lea as the lead the same night Sarah quit. Lea stepped into the role seamlessly and knew her lines better than anyone!”
 
“Emily and Ron spotted me in a production of Fiddler on the Roof at my high school” Lea recalls “I was in the role of Hodel, one of the main daughters. I think I was 15 or 16 at the time. It’s funny that they wanted to hire me after that, because to this day I say that was not me best performance!”
 
“I remember my mother getting an email from Ron and Emily shortly after that production” Lea continues “At first, I didn’t really understand the gravity of it or what it entailed. After realizing they were asking about the lead role, I was in a state of panic! But once I dove in, I realized it wasn’t so scary – especially when you have a team like Emily and Ron. They made the set feel very comfortable and calm.”
 
“For a decade-old audition, (I remember) quite a bit!” Mark replies when asked what he remembers of the audition process “I remember the incredible professionalism that Emily carried herself with. Ron was always there to assist, but when we read in the room, Emily took charge. She knew exactly what she was looking for and how to get it. I remember the care she took with her actors when we read the final emotionally intense scenes. I also remember her and Ron saying they wanted to cast me because of my hair - half-jokingly! I remember us sharing a lot of laughs. Our collaboration together felt so natural, right from the beginning. I have 3 younger sisters and the oldest (Gabrielle Ramirez) was the same age as Emily. Basically, we spoke the same language.”
 
“There were a lot of moments where we were all just so giggly from long days of shooting, but we always got it together for the shot!” Lea tells us when asked about funny moments on set “I remember one kill scene where the camera was one me as blood from my victim splattered back at me. It got directly into my eyes, but I tried to keep it cool on camera. The minute we cut, I completely broke character trying to get rid of the burn!” Lea assures us that the fake blood mix of chocolate syrup, food colouring, dish soap and more, while not great to get in your eyes, didn’t taste too bad!
 
“The climactic scene, no question.” is Mark’s choice for the funniest time on set “There is a moment where someone is stabbed, and Shawn is nearby. We had this great blood effect planned that was supposed to ooze out of the wound, but we only had a couple shots at it. So we go for a take, doing this very dramatic scene with people screaming and crying. The victim gets stabbed - the blade is pulled out - and then blood just gushes EVERYWHERE. Just garden-hose sprays us! It was in our nose, our ears. What can you do? We just started belly-laughing! It was at the end of an overnight shoot too, so we were in that great loopy state where everything is funny. We got so bloody we had to wear trash bags until we could get back to housing. There's got to be a photo of that somewhere!”
 
Lea nominates the climatic scene where she reveals her true identity as her hardest scene to shoot. “There were so many lines and different camera angles for that scene. I had only just gotten the script, so between camera changes, I was learning lines right there on the spot. It was difficult trying to find out WHO Sophie was in that moment, as I was really learning who she was as I went! It was surely a test of my brain power.”
 
Physical power rather than brain power was Mark’s challenge. “My hardest scene was probably where Shawn had to do this running slide into the arms of his girlfriend. It was my first cool-guy stunt, so I remember wanting to take it again and again until we got it right!”
 
We initially hate the character of Shawn, but then we warm to him as he seems to have grown and changed, but then by the end of the film we don’t know what to think! “I really enjoy Shawn as a character” Emily reflects “He really makes you question, can you change? He did something horrible as a kid and was too scared to tell anyone so he spent the rest of his life doing everything he could to get as far away from that image he had of himself. In the end, Sophie gets her revenge and makes his life hell, which is what he did to her. I wanted people to leave the movie wondering, if Shawn deserved that? Yes, he did start the beginning of the end to Penny's life but if you change and regret what you did, does the person who's life you ruined still deserve revenge? Mark was great to work with and really enjoyed playing Shawn. His performance in the final climax of the movie is still one of my favourite scenes I've directed.”
 
“First, let me just say Robert Casey Williams played an incredible young Shawn!” Mark adds “Shawn's regretful dark-redemption story works so well in part because of Robert's vicious portrayal in the flashback scenes. And like most artists who play 'bad' well, he had a heart of gold.”
 
“Shawn is a victim whose sin is cowardice.” Mark continues “He made a terrible mistake and spent the rest of his life trying to redeem that mistake. He became a moral pillar of his community, an exceptional athlete, well-liked by everyone. He did everything he could to make up for that night. Everything, but tell the truth.” But what about afterwards? What happened next for Shawn?  “I think - after the dust settles - he reverts to his old ways. He tries even harder to push his feelings - and the truth - down. He plasters on a smile. He tries to achieve some nebulous version of success to keep his conscience at bay. He'd probably run for political office or start a cult - or both. But he'd be in prison before he'd let himself be perceived as 'crazy' by the community.”
 
The shoot seemed to run pretty smoothly, but we were intrigued by a 2016 interview Emily did with Cosmopolitan where she revealed “I don't want to say that I was strict, but I didn't let the actors explore as much. I knew how I wanted my lines to be read”.  We put the question to Emily - How did her directing style impact any input the cast gave her about their roles? And did any of the cast make suggestions that she did add into the film? “Since this was my first project, I had a hard time initially having people change lines. I took it very personally and thought that it meant that they didn't like my script. I realize now that things change on set and I'm much more open to the idea of collaborating with the actors more. I worked with a lot of new actors on Carver, so we were all really figuring it out together. The cast and crew were so open to me and knew how important this was and everyone was really respectful and stayed very true to the script. The scene where Dustin is practicing pick up lines was completely improvised. There's a time and a place to make changes and everyone knew that.”
 
Speaking of Dustin (Alex Tordi) and improvising…Dustin’s dance scene recalls the great dance scene in Prom Night! Did he just make that dance up on the spot? “Alex did!” Emily laughs “He had a playlist that we played, and I just let him do whatever. The reactions from the cast around him were 100% genuine!” On the topic of Alex’s dance, Emily has said before that she is a big fan of Shaun of the Dead – how important is it to add lighter, humorous moments into a horror film? “Shaun of the Dead is one of my favourite films because even though they are zombies the movie feels so real. Life isn't doom and gloom 100% of the time. It also gives your audience a break and laughter are always good for the soul.”
 
Edgar Wright sprinkled some great moments of foreshadowing into that film. Are we right in saying that a leaf was taken from his playbook and that the sad clown carved in the pumpkins left on our characters doorsteps in 2015 is a nod to the smiling clown Penny painted on her pumpkin back in 2007? “I always wondered if anyone picked up on that! That was definitely a hint to the audience that the killer may be closer than you think.” And if you’re curious, yes, Emily carved all those jack o’lanterns herself!
 
In an interview with Patricia Wooster for her book So, You Want To Be A Leader? Emily talked about dealing with different personalities on the shoot and how learning to motivate different personalities with different tactics was crucial to getting the film completed. We asked Emily what sort of techniques did she use? “As a director your job is to read people and see what they need from you to be able to give a great performance.” Emily tells us “Some actors need reassurance after every take, some want the praise later and some don't want any at all! It's all about filling in where you need to in order to make everyone feel safe and comfortable. Knowing when to let everyone laugh because a take went wrong and knowing when to put your foot down and say "reset".”
 
Also in the Patricia Wooster interview Emily talked about how some of the cast would “just know” if she was happy with a scene. Who was the actor/s who really “got” the film? “Lea Davis and Emily Elizabeth (Chloe) were really amazing to work with. I honestly don't recall ever having to give Emily line direction. I think everyone on set realized if I was quiet after saying "cut" it probably wasn't a good take and I was taking the time to rework the scene in my head.”
 
After a lengthy post-production period, Carver was officially finished on July 11, 2015 – just a tick under 12 months after principal photography wrapped. The film premiered the following month at the Reel East Film Festival in Oaklyn, New Jersey on August 21. "The festival coordinator contacted us and said they had been following our story and thought it would be great if Carver could open the festival," Emily said. "We had just gotten Carver back from the sound editor and sent it out. They were the first people we sent it to and they liked it that much. It was crazy." Reel East Film Festival director Matthew Sorrento said at the time that they were looking for a film that could turn into an event to kick off the festivities. "The whole idea of the film and the spirit behind it with Emily being a young filmmaker will make it a fun experience," he said. Festival programmer Frank Williams had read about Emily and her film and decided it made sense for Reel East Film Festival to give Carver a proper premiere. “I was really impressed that this ... girl was directing a slasher film,” Williams said. The fact that she was a local talent was a bonus. At the time, Williams had only seen bits of the film, but after seeing it all the way through, he enthused that the audience was “going to love it”. “It has a lot of scares, a lot of thrills, a lot of chills,” Williams said. “It’s very different from horror films you see today, and Emily has a unique voice.”
 
“The premiere was wild to me” Lea says, reflecting back “A bunch of family and friends came out to show their support. Sitting there, watching myself on the screen with all these people around, both strangers and friends, was so surreal!”
 
“My supreme friend and manager Lori Kay, my best friend Teddy Mueller and I took a road trip from NYC to the festival.” Marks adds “I remember it being a load of fun and a whole day of firsts! I hadn't seen Emily, the cast or crew since shooting wrapped, so I remember it being a very warm and cathartic experience. Seeing us on the big screen in our first feature was just incredible. I remember being so proud of what everyone achieved.”
 
Apart from Lea and Mark, a decent amount of the cast including some of the child actors from New York and Philadelphia attended the packed festival opening at the 350 seat Ritz Theatre and participated in an Q & A session after the film. “I remember being asked a couple of questions about my preparation and character building process” Lea grins “I was like, I literally got the script, like, yesterday. You were watching the process right there on camera!”
 
The thrill for Emily of seeing her film on the big screen playing to a packed house was increased by the film winning the Audacity Award. This award is given to the film that demonstrates a unique vision and a willingness to take risks in order to further film as an art form. “To win (the award) was quite an honour – and unexpected!”
 
After the festival win, the next step was to find a way to distribute the film to the wider horror movie market. The film was available on DVD and Blu-ray and became available to purchase or rent on streaming provider Distrify in September 2016 and can be viewed here in Australia on Tubi (as of July 2023).
 
So…what about a sequel? “There was a running joke on set that the sequel would be called "Carver 2: The Carvening" Emily reveals “We toyed around with the idea that Shawn would be in a mental hospital, but we never got much further than that thought.”
 
In 2016, Mark directed a short film, Richard^3. We wanted to know how his time on Carver had impacted his own work. “So that film, Richard^3 was a live-action, 360-degree film adaptation of Shakespeare's Richard III. It was an ambitious experiment in volumetric virtual reality, with bleeding-edge tech, multi-lens cameras, spherical ambisonic audio - you name it. If we were to draw a line from Carver and Richard^3 and ask how the former influenced the latter, it would absolutely be: fake it 'till you make it. Because we had no idea what we were doing with Richard^3, but we had an absolute blast!!”
 
Looking back now, as the 10th anniversary of the Kickstarter campaign draws near, we asked Emily what she wants the legacy of Carver to be. “I want the legacy of Carver to be, a 14 year old first time director got to make a fun slasher movie with a 30k budget. If you have the passion for something go out and do it. I have zero regrets when it comes to Carver and I will always be grateful for everything that movie has brought me. Most of the people that have reached out to me to tell me they loved Carver have been international and I love that.”
 
“Carver comes up with my close friends A LOT.” Mark smiles “Maybe the 10-year anniversary is a good time to start a viewing party!”
 
“I don’t get asked too frequently about Carver” Lea chimes in “but I do know a lot of people know of it! It was a crazy time and a great learning experience for me. Looking back, it’s so cool to have worked with a young, independent female director. I don’t think I knew just how awesome that was at the time. I’m proud to have been a part of it.”
 
These days, you’ll find Lea working full time as a lead vocalist in private event bands. She has been singing professionally for about 10 years and she is responsible for the haunting vocals over Carver’s end credits. “I remember at the premiere, having everyone there listening to the song I sang, wondering what they were thinking, not knowing it was Little Miss Sophie singing. It was like I was undercover!”
 
Mark is still busy acting and you can keep up with his latest news on his website www.markryananderson.com
 
Carver is a great Halloween film and a wonderful example of what can happen when talented people and crowdfunding meet. The Sinister Siblings recommend that everyone addsCarver to their October viewing line-up and also gives the film some love on IMDB where the film has barely cracked 100 ratings! We want to send a huge thank you to Emily, Mark and Lea for their time and willingness to travel back in time with us. Keep an eye out for Emily’s upcoming film Gentleman Caller due out later this year!

