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M. Night Shyamalan: Master of Fear and Suspense 

M. Night Shyamalan (hereinafter M. Night) most closely fits the profile of a Master in 

my chosen field of creative writing. Unfortunately, he is most widely labeled “filmmaker” or 

“director,” but he also writes the screenplays for his films, the most successful of which being 

“The Sixth Sense.” Overall, he is a storyteller.  

I will outline his journey as it relates to Mastery, by Robert Greene, specifically focusing 

on the following three “Keys to Mastery” concepts: creative task, creative mind and the creative 

breakthrough. (Mastery, p. 175-201). I will also discuss an emotional pitfall he may have 

encountered (Mastery, p. 175-201), and provide a reflection about why M. Night’s journey is 

most similar to Teresita Fernandez (Creative-Active Phase, Green p. 205-246). 

M. Night the Master 

As with any story, one must begin at the beginning—his origin.  M. Night was born in 

India. He and his parents, who are both doctors, moved to Pennsylvania in the early 70s when he 

was just a few months old. Despite being raised Hindu, his parents sent him to Catholic school 

(specifically for the discipline), where he often received higher grades in their religion courses 

than his Catholic peers.  

It could be said that his career began at the age of 10 when had been given a Super 8 

camera. He made a number of short films in his youth and ultimately ended up studying film 

through New York’s Tisch School of the Arts. After graduating in 1992, M. Night made a couple 

of films that mostly went unnoticed. In 1999 he wrote and directed “The Sixth Sense.” It became 

a huge success. (Wikipedia) (Farley, C.J., Time and Malanowski, J., The New York Times via 

EBSCO). 
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Creative Task. 

The Creative Task is an ability to look at things with a different perspective. When one is 

actively creative, “it involves the entire self—our emotions, our levels of energy, our characters, 

and our minds.” (Green 179). M. Night’s projects incorporate all of those elements and even 

draw upon personal childhood experiences, especially when he wrote “The Sixth Sense.” Much 

like that of his main character, when M. Night was between the ages of 7 and 13, he “had weird 

feelings” and people had to stay nearby because he “felt uneasy about the room or the house” he 

was in. 

He also consciously thinks about the audience’s perspective. For example, he says 

“Don’t’ light the hallways with blue scary lights. Nobody’s hallway looks like that, so it’s not 

going to affect people. Make it look like your hallway when the lights go down. Now put 

someone walking through it when they’re not supposed to be there. Now it will bother you when 

you go home.” (Quoting M. Night; Malanowski, Jamie, The New York Times). 

Creative Mind. 

 The Creative Mind is found when we allow serendipitous events to occur “by letting go 

of conscious control and allowing chance to enter into the process.” (Green 186). By allowing 

this to happen, we open our minds to information that can be mulled over and analyzed.  

M. Night thinks deeply about each of his characters and how he can give them an 

“opportunity to express themselves.” Often, he will make changes to what is being done through 

camera or through scripted lines or even allow for input from the actor throughout the 

filmmaking process. While he may still hold onto an idea of what his overall outcome or goal for 

the film should be, M. Night will let go of that “conscious control” and allow his creative mind 

to flow and guide him. 
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Creative Breakthrough.  

For a Master, a creative breakthrough happens at a moment when “…they are not easily 

satisfied…” and, “…they feel doubt about the worthiness of their work.” While they are still 

excited about their project(s), they have set high standards for themselves and as they continue to 

enhance their skills “…begin to detect flaws and difficulties in their original ideas that they had 

not foreseen.” (Green 199) 

Since that 1999 blockbuster, American society took notice of a number of M. Night’s 

films that followed. Some received high acclaim (e.g. “Signs”), while others did not (e.g. “Lady 

in the Water” or even “The Village,” though I would argue that movie was not nearly as 

despicable as critics claimed). Throughout the next phase of his journey, despite a rash of highly 

successful films and a few cinematic stinkers, he continued to work towards improving his craft 

with each new story and is considered to be highly “…introspective and hell-bent on self-

improvement” and is “…obsessed with understanding why audiences do the things they do.” M. 

Night also consistently raises the bar on his own inner satisfaction. (Giles, J. (2002). Out of This 

Word. (Cover Story). Newsweek, 140(6), 48). 

He also knows when to break away— “Minutes away from being finished, Shyamalan 

shoots hoops in a portable basket in the mixing room.” This allows him to think about something 

else for a while, to come back to the project with fresh eyes or perhaps a serendipitous idea. 

(Giles, J. (2002). Out of This Word. (Cover Story). Newsweek, 140(6), 48). 

Emotional Pitfalls. 

 Dependency. Green describes dependency as a time when one comes to rely on mentors 

or others in the field to “…supply you with the necessary standards of judgment…” and come to 
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“…rely upon the opinions of others and the public…” rather than listen to your own independent, 

internal standards. (Green 203). 

After a series of successful movies, M. Night experienced a slow, downward spiral where 

he lost favor with audiences and professional critics. One could speculate that this may have 

been due to a dependence upon public approval, which in turn lead him to stick with the tried 

and true methods of his prior successes. This ultimately failed him. 

However, his most recent endeavor, “The Visit,” for which he chose to bypass Hollywood 

and fund independently, may be a return to his “original mind” and independent, authentic 

storytelling self. “I just wanted to concentrate on storytelling. I just wanted to concentrate on the 

things that make me happy as a filmmaker.” (quoting M. Night Shyamalan, The Verge, Why M. 

Night Shyamalan ditched Hollywood to Make his Latest Movie, July 2015; YouTube). 

Profile Reflection. 

 Alchemical Creativity and the Unconscious. Green profiled Teresita Fernandez, an artist 

who was fascinated with Alchemy, which, at the time, believed in a “nature of opposites,” (e.g. 

good and evil, dark and light, etc.) and that “by somehow reconciling these opposites, the 

alchemist believed he could discover the deepest secrets of nature, gain the power to create 

something out of nothing, and turn dust into gold.” (Green 242). 

While her goal was not to turn dust into gold, she aspired to create a piece of art that 

provoked some emotional reaction from her audience. Her journey began in childhood, as did M. 

Night’s. Both also knew early on that their childhood fascination is what they wanted to hold on 

to. Fernandez focused on studying intricate pieces that fit within her minimalist vision to create, 

while M. Night went to college to study his love of visual storytelling. 

Regardless of how each of them arrived at their success points in their careers, both 
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choose to work on projects that explore the realms of our natural tendencies to separate and 

define hard lines between “illusion and reality,” as well as emotions tied to certain preconceived 

notions. Where Fernandez played with optical illusions, M. Night plays with psychological ones. 

Not only does he want to explore the psyche in the realm of suspense, belief, spirituality and/or 

fear, he wants an emotional connection to be tied within it and understands that he cannot be 

overt about it—that he must ease his audience into it because when they come in their “baseline” 

may not be at that same emotional level.  

M. Night states “…the audience is saying to me, ‘if you make something too emotional, 

too soft, right off the bat…I’m not with you because that’s not my life experience.’ If I 

acknowledge their well deserved cynicism of the world…and I can come in with that voice and 

say ‘I’m with you’…I’m gonna speak to you from this angle and then together we might turn and 

find something emotional.” (The Verge, Why M. Night Shyamalan ditched Hollywood to Make 

his Latest Movie, July 2015; YouTube). 

Conclusion 

After finalizing the rough draft on this paper, the family and I decide to watch M. Night’s 

movie “Signs.” It was in the end, when the priest who had lost faith earlier on begins to put the 

signs together, that something occurred to me: prior to ever having known about this assignment, 

or even whom I would choose to research, I did a Turning Point Video in which I discussed 

signs. More specifically, signs that I missed in childhood and throughout my adult life as it 

related to my life’s task as a writer.  In that moment I realized it is with serendipitous irony that I 

write a research paper on M. Night. 
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