Mean Girls Director Becoming the John Hughes of the 21st Century

By Paul Bachleitner

With the opening of Mean Girls this Friday, director Mark S. Waters is starting to corner the market on teen films. He directed last summer’s $100 million box office sensation, Freaky Friday starring Jamie Lee Curtis and the 2001 Freddie Prinze Jr. vehicle, Head Over Heels. 
Although Waters doesn’t want to be pigeonholed as a director of teen comedies, he wants to improve the state of affairs of current teen films.

“If you’re going to see the standard teen chick flick these days,” he said, “it’s really just a series of music cues and costume changes.

“When I was growing up I remember going to see the Molly Ringwald/John Hughes movies (Sixteen Candles, Breakfast Club). They were delving into the real issues of growing up. I feel that today’s teens really don’t have that same thing to reference. So in a way I was trying to make my John Hughes movie for the 21st century.”

Only time will tell how Mean Girls or Freaky Friday will compare to Hughes’ classics, but one essential similarity is a strong teen star. Waters teamed with Lindsay Lohan in Freaky Friday and again in Mean Girls. Her talent helped carry both films.

“You know, she’s a powerhouse. That’s the thing that’s great about her. I like to joke that she’s doing my Molly Ringwald duties in these movies.”

Waters auditioned thousands of girls for the Freaky Friday role that brought Lohan to the A-list of Hollywood teen talent after she had gained notoriety for good performances in The Parent Trap and Confessions of a Teenage Drama Queen. 

“It came down to the only person who seemed like she could stand toe-to-toe with Jamie Lee Curtis and hold her own was Lindsay,” he said. “And the two of them had a kind of Battle of the Titans.”

Lohan’s Mean Girls character enters high school as a junior after being raised by her zoologist parents in a jungle, which is the film’s metaphor for the competitive behavior of high school girls. The script relies heavily on Rosalind Wiseman’s sociology text, Queen Bees and Wannabes, which examines interviews of 12-16 year-old girls to gain insight into the social complexities of high school. 

“Saturday Night Live” star, Tina Fey, wrote the script, and Waters loved it immediately. “You often read things and go, ‘That’s really funny,’ and you smile, ‘that’s really funny.’ But to actually burst out laughing reading a screenplay—really unusual. And I burst out laughing more than a dozen times reading this.”

Waters acted and directed for several years in the San Francisco theater scene before attending film school and, like Lohan’s Mean Girls character, quickly discovered the differences between two dissimilar social worlds.

“In San Francisco you go see everyone else’s shows and you’re basically wishing for them to do well. It’s amazing in Hollywood how much schadenfreude there is, where people are kind of like wanting for you to do badly.”

Beyond Mean Girls, Waters plans to collaborate on a 60’s drama with his brother, Daniel, an accomplished screenwriter who wrote the script for the teen drama, Heathers. Although Mark says that following his brother into teen–themed films wasn’t intentional, they both intend to move on to other material together.
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