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of every movie studio: a franchise. Today people don’t 

just pay money to hang the posters on their walls. They 

buy anything else that carries the brand of a popular 

film. All of this promotion falls under one word; to quote 

Mel Brooks’ ultimate science fiction parody, Spaceballs, 

“Merchandising, where the real money from the movie is 

made.”

A Poster on Elm Street

If there is one word that sums up horror films of 

the 80’s it would be gore. Slasher flicks dominated the 

horror genre throughout the decade, and science fiction 

horror films such as John Carpenter’s remake of The Thing 

became gorier than ever. (See figure 19)

The poster for The Thing was designed by Drew 

Struzan. Struzan illustrated a bevy of memorable movie 

posters throughout the 80’s and beyond. Along with The 

Thing, Struzan’s most recognizable posters include those 

for Back to the Future, and Masters of the Universe. (See 

figure 20) Unfortunately, brilliant artist though he may 

be, much of 

Struzan’s later work leans toward “floating 

head” composition. (See figure 21)

One fascinating trend that is evident 

in many posters for 80’s slasher films is what 

design critic Steven Heller calls “A-frame” 

composition. Heller writes that, “The earliest 

Figure 20: 

Left: Back to the Future  

(1985) - Drew Struzan

Right: Masters of the 

Universe (1987) - Drew 

Struzan

Figure 21: 

Left: Harry Potter and the 

Sorcerer's Stone (2001) - 

Drew Stuzan

Right: Indiana Jones and the 

Kingdom of the Crystal Skull 

(2008) - Drew Struzan

Figure 

22: From Left to Right: Final Exam (1981), 

Slumber Party Massacre (1982), Friday the 

13th (1980) - Alex Ebel
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known uses were 19th-century engravings that showed spread-legged, Simon Legree–

type slave masters lording over cowering victims.” (Heller) We see similar compositions 

repeated throughout many a slasher film poster. (See figure 22)

The Dawn of Digital

The 90’s brought the digital revolution. The first digital effects in film were seen 

in the late 70’s, and by the mid-90’s computer generated effects began to completely 

replace effects that were formerly accomplished with stop motion animation. 

Computerized images soon found their way into film posters as well. The advent of 

Photoshop did nothing to reduce the number of floating head posters; if anything 

it made the problem worse. However, the digital revolution also brought a lot of 

innovations to film posters, and design in general.

Modern movie posters often employ heavy use of digital manipulation. With 

today’s digital graphics software artists are limited only by their imagination. (See figure 

23) The conceptual image knows know bounds in the digital age. Ideas that would have 

once been impossible to render can know be achieved with in a matter of hours, or even 

minutes.

Conclusion

There’s no telling what style might emerge to dominate movie posters next. The 

digital revolution is democratizing design itself. The large studios seem to be getting 

most of their posters from design firms, but even the smallest independent film has a 

chance to yield any kind of poster imaginable. Movie posters will always have a special 

place in pop culture, and the future of movie posters is bright.
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Figure 23:

Left: Hard Candy (2006) - Designed by Art Machine: A Trailer Park Company

Middle: The Dark Knight (2008) - Designed by BLT and Associates

Right: I am legend (2007) - Designed by BLT and Associates

Note: The vast majority of the images used in this paper were acquired from The Internet Movie 

Poster Awards at <http://www.impawards.com>
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