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Introduction: The Wrong Weekend

On the weekend of August 13, 2010, three films opened in North
American theaters, and the contrast between them was so
perfectly drawn it might have been scripted.

In the top slot, The Expendables, a Sylvester Stallone
production stuffed with every action star of the previous three
decades, offered the audience a straightforward promise: here are
men you recognize, doing the things they have always done, in a
film that required nothing of you except the ticket price. In second
place, Eat Pray Love, adapted from Elizabeth Gilbert's memaoir,
offered another straightforward proposition aimed squarely at a
different half of the audience. And in fifth place, behind both of
those and behind Inception in its fifth week and The Other Guys in
its second, was a film directed by the British filmmaker Edgar
Wright that opened at $10.6 million, dropped 51 percent the
following weekend, and was out of most theaters inside a month.

The film was Scott Pilgrim vs. the World, and the people who
made it had spent two years being told it was going to be the
biggest thing to happen to cinema since the superhero boom. The
people who actually went to see it that first weekend gave it an
A-minus CinemaScore, one of the highest ratings a studio film had
received all year. The people who did not go to see it turned out
to number, approximately, everyone else on earth.

What happened that August was one of the cleanest
examples the movie business has ever produced of a film arriving
at the exact wrong cultural moment, for reasons that had almost
nothing to do with the quality of the film and almost everything to
do with a set of assumptions that the industry, the marketing
department, and the cultural weather had collectively assembled



into a perfect trap. The people making Scott Pilgrim believed they
were making a movie for a generation. What they had actually
done was make a movie that would need a generation's worth of
time to find its audience.

It found it. And then it found it again, and again, and again, in
waves that have not stopped arriving.

This is the story of how a movie that the studio had already
written off before its second weekend became one of the defining
artifacts of its era, how a cast of unknowns and mid-range names
became one of the most famous ensembles in modern cinema,
and how a twenty-two-year-old Canadian slacker with a bass
guitar ended up mattering more to the culture than any of the
action heroes who beat him at the box office that summer.

Chapter 1: The Book

Bryan Lee O'Malley grew up in Ontario, Canada, with a head full of
video games, manga, and the particular kind of romantic
catastrophe that tends to occupy people in their early twenties
who are in bands. He started drawing comics in the style he had
absorbed from Japanese manga since he was a teenager, and by
2003 he had published his first graphic novel, Lost at Sea, through
Oni Press, a small independent publisher based in Portland,
Oregon.

The first volume of what would become Scott Pilgrim
appeared in August 2004. It was slim, black-and-white,
digest-sized, and set in a version of Toronto so precisely observed
that readers who knew the city could trace Scott Pilgrim's daily
routes from panel to panel. The story concerned a
twenty-two-year-old bassist for an unsigned band called Sex



Bob-omb who falls for an American girl named Ramona Flowers
and discovers, in rapid succession, that she has seven evil
ex-boyfriends who have organized themselves into a League of
Evil Exes, and that to date her he must defeat each of them in
physical combat.

The premise was a collision of genres that had no real
precedent in Western comics. It was a Toronto slice-of-life story
about broke twenty-somethings in bands, with a manga visual
vocabulary, a beat-em-up video game structure, and the
emotional register of a romantic comedy that kept interrupting
itself to show someone getting punched hard enough to explode
into a cascade of coins. The fights operated on video game logic:
defeated enemies dropped experience points, extra lives were a
real concept, and the physical laws governing the universe bent
entirely around the emotional stakes of whoever was losing. When
Scott was embarrassed, a caption appeared as though typed by
the game itself. When he leveled up, the screen announced it.

O'Malley spent six years completing the series. The fifth
volume appeared in 2009, the sixth and final, Scott Pilgrim's Finest
Hour, in July 2010, three weeks before the film it had inspired
arrived in theaters. By that point, something unusual had
happened to a small-press black-and-white digest from an
independent Canadian cartoonist: it had become one of the most
beloved cult comics of the decade, passed from reader to reader
with the urgency of something that felt personally discovered, a
book that seemed to understand something specific and true
about being young, directionless, and terminally distracted in the
early years of the internet age.

The language it spoke



What O'Malley had built was a world with a very particular
emotional syntax. Its characters communicated partly in the
shorthand of the games and anime they had grown up on, and
partly in the flat, deadpan affect of people who had learned to use
irony as a way of not having to be vulnerable. Scott Pilgrim is,
when you examine him closely, a genuinely bad boyfriend. He is
self-absorbed, oblivious, and has a talent for not noticing the
damage he does to the people around him. The series is not shy
about this. It makes him likable enough that you want to follow
him, while being honest enough about his failures that the ending,
when he has to confront them, lands with real weight.

That honesty was the thing readers passed on to each other.
The books were funny in the way that the best romantic comedies
are funny, which is to say they were funny about things that are
also painful, and they declined to separate the two.

Universal Pictures had acquired the film rights when the first
volume was published in 2004. Edgar Wright had become
attached to the project early, having read the comics before they
had any significant mainstream profile. Wright had just finished
Shaun of the Dead, his feature debut, and was a known quantity in
the industry as a director with a fanatically precise visual style, a
gift for editing that used cuts the way a comedian uses timing, and
a capacity for affection toward the material he was working with.
Hot Fuzz followed in 2007, and by the time production on Scott
Pilgrim began in earnest, Wright had a small but devoted
following of people who considered him one of the most
interesting directors working in English-language film.

He was also, everyone agreed, the only person on earth who
could do this.



Chapter 2: The Making

Wright had been to Toronto before the film was ever greenlit. In
2005, when the first volume was barely a year old, he traveled to
the city with O'Malley and walked every location mentioned in the
books. He went to Lee's Palace, the legendary music venue on
Bloor Street where the film's opening concert takes place. He
walked Bathurst Street, which O'Malley once described as
practically the cerebral cortex of the Scott Pilgrim universe. He
noted that the city was not an incidental backdrop but was woven
into the bones of the story in a way that could not be relocated
without gutting something essential.

Universal had no desire to relocate it. This was, by the
account of producer Miles Dale, the biggest film ever identifiably
set in Toronto, which was itself an unusual thing to be able to say
about a studio picture with a budget in the $60 to $85 million
range, depending on which figure you use. The pre-tax cost was
approximately $85 million; Canadian production incentives
brought the actual expenditure to around $60 million, which is the
figure most commonly cited. Either way, it was a serious bet on a
property that had never sold more than several hundred thousand
copies of any individual volume.

Production began in March 2009 and wrapped that August.
Wright shot the film in and around Toronto with a degree of
specificity that crossed over from fidelity into something closer to
tribute. Lee's Palace's interior had been renovated since the books
were set, so production designer Marcus Rowland recreated the
original layout on a nearby soundstage from photographs and the
memories of people who had been there. The exterior mural was
photographed before the city tore it down to make room for a



burrito restaurant, a small act of documentary filmmaking that
would otherwise have been lost.

How Wright thought about images

The visual language Wright and cinematographer Bill Pope
developed for the film was genuinely unprecedented in live-action
cinema. It fused three separate aesthetic systems that had never
been combined at this scale: the grammar of manga and comics,
the interface logic of video games, and the physical editing
rhythms of the classic Hollywood musical, in which the cuts are not
just about time and space but about the beat, the emotional
punctuation that arrives with each new image.

On-screen text appeared to describe sounds: DING when a
phone rang, KA-TANG when a blade connected, THWAK, CRACK,
the full percussion section of the comic page transposed into film.
Comic-panel borders materialized to organize the frame during
moments of narrative information. Experience points floated
above defeated enemies. The Universal Pictures logo at the very
start of the film was rendered in 8-bit, a statement of intent so
brief and so precise that it told you exactly what kind of movie you
were in before a single human face had appeared.

None of this was decoration. Wright's deepest insight about
O'Malley's comics was that the visual style was not a stylistic
choice sitting on top of a story; it was the grammar through which
the characters understood and processed their own experience.
These were people whose interior lives had been shaped by video
games and comics and anime to a degree that the vocabulary of
those forms was now the vocabulary of their emotions. To film that
story in naturalistic realism would have been to miss the entire
point. The style was the argument.

oo



This created a practical challenge that most genre films never
have to face. Wright needed editors who understood comedy
timing, action choreography, comics composition, and video game
logic simultaneously, and who could coordinate all four systems in
a single cut. He found them in Jonathan Amos and Paul Machliss,
who would later apply the techniques they developed on Scott
Pilgrim to his next film, Baby Driver, and become two of the most
sought-after editors working in Hollywood.

The fight sequences

Each of the seven battles with Ramona's evil exes was designed as
a distinct set piece with its own visual logic and tonal register,
drawing on different genres of games and cinema for its
vocabulary. The fight with Lucas Lee, played by Chris Evans as a
floppy-haired movie star and professional skateboarder, has the
energy of a martial arts spectacle that keeps undercutting itself
with the absurdity of the premise. The battle with Todd Ingram,
the vegan bass player played by Brandon Routh, operates on the
logic of superhero combat, complete with a climactic intervention
from the Vegan Police. The fight with Roxie Richter, Ramona's
former college roommate played by Mae Whitman, has the aerial,
balletic quality of a fantasy role-playing game's final dungeon.

The physical training for the cast was intensive by any
standard. Michael Cera, who had built his screen persona almost
entirely on a particular quality of gawky, soft-spoken deflection,
spent months learning stage combat and wire work. Evans, already
known as a capable physical performer, went further in a different
direction, crafting a character whose entire being was organized
around the comedy of his own vanity. The evil exes in aggregate
were giving a masterclass in performance craft that the marketing



department would spend five years failing to communicate to a
general audience.



Chapter 3: The Cast That Time Forgot to Notice

The actors in Scott Pilgrim vs. the World read today like the
manifest of a ship carrying the next twenty years of Hollywood on
its passenger list, and the gap between how famous most of them
were in August 2010 and how famous they are now is one of the
stranger time-capsule qualities the film possesses.

Michael Cera led the picture. He had arrived at the role
carrying the identity of a specific type, the gently mumbly young
man whose awkwardness was itself a kind of performance,
established across Arrested Development, Superbad, and Juno,
and hardened by overuse into something the press had started
calling the Michael Cera problem. The argument was that he
played the same character in everything, that the persona had
calcified, that audiences were running out of patience for it. The
argument was not entirely wrong. What it missed was that Wright
was not asking Cera to play the Michael Cera character. He was
asking him to play a specific, flawed, occasionally kind of terrible
young man, and to do it inside an action comedy that demanded
physical comedy, wire work, and timed gag performances that had
nothing to do with the deflective mumble. Cera pulled it off. The
film still finds an audience of people who believed the hype about
his limitations and are surprised by what they find.

Mary Elizabeth Winstead played Ramona Flowers, and the
role required something the trailers could not quite convey: a
quality of guarded warmth, of someone whose apparent coolness
is not a pose but a defense mechanism, who is trying to let a
genuinely irritating person past her considerable defenses because
something in him has gotten through to something in her.
Winstead had appeared in Final Destination 3 and Live Free or Die



Hard and was not yet the actor the next decade would reveal her
to be. She is doing something quiet and precise in this film that is
easier to appreciate on a fourth viewing than a first.

The futures nobody knew about

The supporting cast were, at the time of filming, a mix of
established character actors, rising comedy performers, and names
just beginning to accumulate.

Kieran Culkin played Wallace Wells, Scott's roommate and the
film's moral compass, delivering every line with the breezy
authority of someone who has already had the conversation you
are currently having and is waiting for you to catch up. Culkin had
been around for years without quite being considered a star; his
older brother had seen to it that the family name carried a specific
kind of pop-culture weight that did not necessarily make casting
directors reach for a phone. Scott Pilgrim did not make him
famous. Succession did, a decade later, and when it did, a lot of
people went back to Scott Pilgrim and said: he was always doing
this.

Anna Kendrick played Scott's exasperated sister Stacey in a
handful of scenes, delivering the film's most efficient performance
by volume: a maximum of comic clarity per line of dialogue,
leaving almost nothing on the table. She had appeared in Up in
the Air the previous year and would be nominated for a
Supporting Actress Oscar for it. She was not famous in August
2010 in the way she would be by Christmas.

Aubrey Plaza played Julie Powers, the social nexus of
Toronto's indie rock scene, with a particular blend of contempt
and competence that her entire subsequent career has been an



elaboration upon. Brie Larson played Envy Adams, Scott's
genuinely formidable ex-girlfriend, with an icy, specific fury that
made every one of her scenes carry weight. Brandon Routh, Chris
Evans. The list goes on, and the list is the point. This ensemble
contains two future Academy Award nominees, one Academy
Award winner, an Emmy winner, and at least three actors who
became household names through franchises that did not yet exist
at the time of filming. The film that opened in fifth place on
August 13, 2010, contained more future star power than almost
any other picture released that summer.

The culture was not yet ready to know that.



Chapter 4: The Score and the Soundtrack

One of the minor miracles of Scott Pilgrim vs. the World is that it
has two genuinely excellent musical identities, and they are
entirely different.

The film's score was written by Nigel Godrich, who was at the
time best known to general audiences, if at all, as the producer
and co-creator of Radiohead's most critically celebrated albums.
To filmmakers and musicians, he was already something more, a
sonic architect with a specific gift for layering sounds that existed
in no traditional genre, electronic textures over acoustic
foundations over rhythms that moved sideways rather than
forward in the way pop music usually moved. He had never written
a film score before.

Wright approached him precisely because of that absence. He
did not want Scott Pilgrim to sound like a film score. He wanted it
to sound like the interior of a mind shaped by a specific
combination of indie rock, chiptune, and the musical language of
early 1990s Japanese video games. Godrich gave him that. The
score sits underneath the film's action sequences like a nervous
system, a web of oscillating tones and soft percussion that
communicates anxiety and comedy and genuine feeling
simultaneously, and it is almost impossible to imagine a more
conventional choice achieving the same effect.

The soundtrack album assembled around the film's central
conceit that Scott Pilgrim and his band, Sex Bob-omb, are real. The
four actors who played the band spent weeks learning to play
together as an actual working group before filming began, with
the music performed live on set rather than in post-production.
The songs were written and recorded by Beck, who approached



the brief, three-chord garage rock that three people in a practice
space might actually produce, with an ear for the specific kind of
noise that sounds both terrible and vital. The music sounds like the
beginning of something rather than the polished artifact of
something already accomplished. That quality was the point.

The game, and Anamanaguchi

Alongside the film, Ubisoft released Scott Pilgrim vs. the World:
The Game, a side-scrolling beat-em-up developed by Ubisoft
Montreal that landed first on PlayStation Network on August 10,
2010, and on Xbox Live Arcade two weeks later. It was designed in
the visual style of 16-bit era games, specifically in the manner of
the pixel artist Paul Robertson, whose sprite work had already
developed a following online. The gameplay was directly
descended from the beat-em-up genre of the late 1980s and early
1990s, the world of River City Ransom and Final Fight, with light
role-playing elements layered over the core.

The soundtrack was composed by Anamanaguchi, a
four-piece band from Brooklyn who performed
chiptune-influenced rock, wusing hardware-hacked original
Nintendo Entertainment System circuit boards to generate the
kind of 8-bit tones that in any other context would have sounded
dated, but which here landed as a specific and knowing aesthetic
choice rather than a nostalgic one. The soundtrack debuted at
number three on Billboard's Heatseekers Albums chart. IGN called
it possibly the best soundtrack on PlayStation 3. It was the kind of
response a movie game tie-in almost never received, and it added
a third musical layer to a property that was, at this point, doing
things with sound that very few films of any budget had
attempted.



The game was pulled from digital storefronts in December
2014, when the licensing agreement between Ubisoft and the
property holders lapsed. This happened without announcement,
and it became another piece of the Scott Pilgrim mythology: an
officially endorsed artifact of the property that had been erased by
corporate machinery, available only through the second-hand
market or the gray zone of emulation. In January 2021, following
years of sustained fan campaigning, Ubisoft re-released it as a
Complete Edition. The campaign to restore the game had been
running, without interruption, for the better part of a decade.



Chapter 5: The Story

Scott Pilgrim vs. the World is, at its surface, a romantic comedy
with video game mechanics. What it is underneath requires a bit
more time.

Scott Pilgrim is a genuinely unreliable narrator of his own
emotional life. He is dating a seventeen-year-old named Knives
Chau when the film begins, a relationship that he has not ended
when he meets Ramona Flowers, which makes him, factually, a bad
person. The film knows this and says so, through Wallace, through
Knives herself, through Ramona's barely concealed awareness that
she is dealing with someone who has not done his emotional
homework. The fights with the seven evil exes, which provide the
film's spectacular superstructure, are not really about Scott
defeating Ramona's past. They are about Scott being forced to
confront the emotional damage he inflicts on the people around
him, damage he has spent his entire life not noticing.

The final battle is with Gideon Graves, played by Jason
Schwartzman with a precise, modulated menace, and the film is
careful to make the confrontation's emotional stakes explicit: Scott
cannot win because he has been fighting for Ramona, which is to
say for someone else, rather than for himself. When he restarts the
level using an extra life, a genuinely committed piece of
game-structure storytelling that Wright commits to without
apology, the fight he wins is the one in which he is fighting for his
own integrity rather than his desire. This is not a subtle point. The
film does not make it subtly. But it earns the lack of subtlety
through two hours of having established exactly why the
distinction matters for this specific character.



The ending that almost wasn't

The finished film ends with Scott choosing Ramona. This was not
the original ending.

Three months before release, Wright shot an alternate final
sequence in which Scott chooses Knives, a conclusion that
honored a different reading of the story's emotional arc. A test
screening version with this ending exists, and the debate between
the two outcomes has run continuously in the film's online
community since the DVD was released with both versions
included in November 2010.

Wright has said the Ramona ending is his preferred one. He
has also said the Knives ending is valid. The fact that the film
supports both is a mark of how precisely the story was
constructed, and the existence of both endings on the disc gave
the home-video release a layer of discussion and replay value that
a film with only one outcome could not have provided.

What it was actually saying

The video game structure is doing something more specific than
providing a visual spectacle. The games that Scott Pilgrim invokes
as reference points, the beat-em-ups and role-playing games of
the late 1980s and early 1990s, were built on a premise of earned
progress: you leveled up, you unlocked new abilities, you became
capable of things you could not do at the start. The story applies
that structure to emotional development. Scott is literally gaining
experience points as he defeats each ex, and the experience he is
gaining is not combat proficiency but self-knowledge, the specific
kind of understanding that comes from being forced to
acknowledge what you have done to other people.



The seven evil exes are not, in any meaningful sense, villains.
They are Ramona's past, objectified into opponents by the game
logic the universe of the film runs on, and each of them represents
something Scott has to understand about his own relationships
before he can be a person worth being with. This is the argument
of the film: that the work of becoming a good partner is a
side-scrolling level-progression game, that it requires defeating
specific bosses, that the bosses are your own failures, and that
getting there is not a matter of being born right but of doing the
work.

For a film released the same summer as The Expendables, a
film whose entire thesis was that the work had already been done
by men who needed no further development, this was a quietly
radical position.



Chapter 6: The Disaster

The marketing of Scott Pilgrim vs. the World was a thesis case
study in the gap between building enthusiasm and building an
audience.

Universal's strategy centered on San Diego Comic-Con, the
annual celebration of geek culture that had, through the late
2000s, become the dominant venue for launching films aimed at
the enthusiast demographic. The Iron Man panel at Comic-Con
2007 had become industry legend as a turning point for that film's
perception. Universal wanted the same for Scott Pilgrim. They
provided a large panel, a full screening, a branded experience zone
on the convention floor, and a live concert by Metric, the Toronto
band whose song appeared prominently in the film's soundtrack.
The response was enormous. Wired declared Scott Pilgrim the one
movie that everyone agreed was made for Comic-Con.

This was precisely the problem.

A film made for Comic-Con, in 2010, reached approximately a
hundred thousand dedicated enthusiasts in a convention center in
San Diego and a somewhat larger number who followed the
coverage online. It did not reach the people who were going to
actually fill theaters across North America three weeks later on a
Friday night. The marketing had poured its energy into saturating
the pre-existing fan community rather than introducing the film to
anyone outside it. The people who would have loved Scott Pilgrim
but had not read the comics, who would have responded to it as a
coming-of-age comedy rather than as an adaptation of a cult
property, were not at Comic-Con and were not watching the
coverage. They did not know the film existed in a way that would
make them choose it over The Expendables.



A film marketing executive speaking to the trade press in the
aftermath offered the assessment that had been circulating in
development since before production wrapped: in recessionary
times, who wants to see a movie about twenty-year-old slacker
do-nothings who are in a band? The recession framing was
reductive, but the question underneath it was real. The
Expendables offered its audience a transaction: here are men you
know, doing things you have seen them do, in a film that will give
you what you came for. Scott Pilgrim offered a completely
different transaction: here is a visual experience unlike anything
you have seen, inside a story that is going to be emotionally
complicated, about characters who are also kind of terrible. One of
these transactions required prior investment from the audience,
and the other did not.

The numbers

The opening weekend produced $10.6 million, fifth place. Second
weekend: $5.2 million, down 51 percent. By the time it had run its
domestic course, Scott Pilgrim had grossed $33.5 million in the
United States and Canada. International added $18.3 million, for a
worldwide total of approximately $47.8 million against a budget of
$60 million net of tax rebates, or $85 million gross.

The press declared it one of the biggest bombs of 2010. This
verdict was not unfair by the arithmetic of the summer tentpole
economy. But it was also somewhat disconnected from what had
actually happened. The film that opened in fifth place had, as
noted, received an A-minus CinemaScore. The people who found
it loved it. The question was simply whether they constituted a
large enough group to make back a studio's investment, and in
August 2010, they did not.



What the numbers could not capture was what would happen
to those people over the following years.



Chapter 7: The Reclamation

Scott Pilgrim vs. the World arrived on DVD and Blu-ray on
November 9, 2010, three months after its theatrical run ended in
quiet mortification. Universal, wanting to generate some interest in
a title that had publicly stumbled, gave the home release a dense
supplementary package: four separate audio commentary tracks,
twenty-one deleted scenes including the original Knives ending,
production blogs, an animated short, and a trivia track that
rewarded obsessive re-watches with a continuous supply of
production detail.

The release landed at the start of the holiday season. It found,
immediately, two distinct and overlapping audiences.

The first was the people who had seen it in theaters and
needed to own it, who processed their experience of the film as
something that demanded repeat viewing and close attention.
This was not an unusual response to an Edgar Wright film:
Wright's editing is specifically designed to reward the viewer who
watches the same scene multiple times, layering in visual jokes and
structural callbacks that exist below the threshold of casual
observation. The DVD was not a supplement to the theatrical
experience but its continuation.

The second audience was larger and harder to define: the
people who had missed it in theaters and discovered it on a
television screen in late 2010 and 2011, who came to it without the
weight of expectation, without the marketing campaign's assertion
that this was a phenomenon they were supposed to have opinions
about. On a screen in a living room, Scott Pilgrim was not a
prestige tentpole that had underperformed. It was a very strange,
very funny, very moving film that nobody had told you to feel any



particular way about. People watched it, loved it, and told other
people.

Tumblr and the GIF economy

The specific mechanism by which Scott Pilgrim built its second
audience has a platform address: Tumblr.

The microblogging site was, from roughly 2009 through 2014,
the primary infrastructure of internet fandom for a generation of
young people. It ran on images, on text posts that circulated
through networks of followers, and on GIFs: looping animated
image files that could extract a two-second moment from a film
and circulate it indefinitely through the network until it became
the vocabulary of a community. Scott Pilgrim was constitutively
suited to this format. The film was built from moments that could
stand alone, that contained a visual joke or an emotional truth or a
line of dialogue that was funnier out of context than it had been in
it. The maximalist visual design produced frames that were
themselves works of graphic art, separable from the narrative and
fully legible as images.

GIFs from Scott Pilgrim spread through Tumblr over years,
reaching people who had never seen the film and would then seek
it out. The film's particular idiom, the flat deadpan, the
non-sequitur, the emotional sincerity delivered in the register of
video game dialogue, became a shared language for a community
that had not existed when the film was released. The sentences
became catchphrases and then shibboleths, ways for people to
identify each other as members of the same cohort of sensibility.

Michael Cera later told Looper: "When we made the movie,
we all were so excited about it and having such a great time



making it. | was sure that was going to come through in the movie,
and | think it does. I'm really glad that people are connecting to it
and finding it."

The connection was happening in formats that had not been
central to the industry's thinking when the theatrical release failed.
The movie had not found its audience in theaters. It had found it
on screens that fit in your lap.

N
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Chapter 8: The Cast Returns

One of the stranger features of the Scott Pilgrim reclamation is the
degree to which the people who made it kept returning to explain
it.

The film's tenth anniversary in 2020 produced a wave of
retrospective coverage, interviews, and social media reunion
events that demonstrated something unusual: the cast had stayed
in contact, had continued to care about the project in a way that
does not always survive a theatrical misfire, and had things to say
about it that could only be said from the distance of a decade.

The re-release for the tenth anniversary in 2021 brought the
film back to theaters, generating $1.9 million domestically and
$2.2 million internationally, a number that does not represent
commercial success in any traditional sense but does represent
something else: a film that had failed at its initial box office fifteen
years earlier selling tickets to audiences who had been born
without it and wanted to see it on a big screen for the first time.
That transaction happens with a very small category of films.

The Netflix animated series Scott Pilgrim Takes Off, released
in November 2023, provided the clearest evidence of how
completely the calculus had reversed. O'Malley and showrunner
BenDavid Grabinski assembled the entire original cast, including
Cera, Winstead, Evans, Larson, Culkin, Kendrick, Plaza, Routh,
Schwartzman, Whitman, and Ellen Wong, all of them now
considerably more famous than they had been in 2010, to reprise
their roles. The fact that the entire ensemble came back, at a
moment when most of them could have been selective about what
they attached their names to, was the most direct possible
statement about what the film had meant to the people who made



The series itself did something with the source material that
the film could not do: it had thirteen years' worth of distance to
work with, and it used that distance to subvert the story in ways
that acknowledged what the story had always been about. It was
well-reviewed and found its audience on Netflix without the
obstacles that had blocked the film's path in 2010.

The reunion was complete. The strange part is that it had
never really broken up.

27



Chapter 9: What Changed and What Didn't

The argument made, retrospectively, for every film in the cult
classic category is that the culture eventually caught up to a work
that was ahead of its time. This argument is sometimes true and
sometimes a flattering myth constructed in reverse from the
outcome. In the case of Scott Pilgrim vs. the World, it happens to
be accurate in a specific and demonstrable way.

The film's visual language was genuinely unprecedented in
mainstream cinema in 2010. The combination of comic-book
panel grammar, video game interface elements, and the precise,
joke-structured editing that Wright had been developing across
Spaced, Shaun of the Dead, and Hot Fuzz had no real equivalent
that a mass audience had been prepared to receive. The Variety
review called it attention-deficit flmmaking and suggested that
anyone over twenty-five would find it exhausting, like playing
chaperone at a party full of oversexed college kids. The review was
not wrong about the experience it was describing. It was simply
applying the standard of the wrong audience.

The audience for whom Scott Pilgrim was legible in 2010 was
the audience that had grown up playing the games the film cited,
that had spent its formative years inside a visual culture shaped by
the speed and density of information that the internet had
introduced. For that audience, which was younger than twenty-five
in 2010 and grew older through the following decade, the film's
pacing was not exhausting but natural, its grammar not
incomprehensible but fluent. The culture did not catch up to the
film. The generation that was fourteen in 2010 grew up and
became the film's audience, as O'Malley had always written for
them.



This is the reclamation pattern that does not get talked about
as often as the one where critics change their minds. Critics
changed their minds about Scott Pilgrim too, and the reversal of
the Rotten Tomatoes audience score over the years has been
documented. But the deeper shift was demographic. The people
the film was for grew up. They became the people writing about
films, making films, deciding which films to put on streaming
services, and producing a Netflix animated series thirteen years
after the original to give themselves the continuation they had
wanted.

What the film got right about being young

The last thing worth saying about Scott Pilgrim vs. the World is the
one that is hardest to quantify.

O'Malley wrote about a specific experience of early
adulthood in a specific cultural moment, the experience of being
young in a city, in a band, surrounded by people who were also
young and also in bands, in a world where the games you had
grown up playing were beginning to form the architecture of your
own inner life in ways you had not yet found language for. This
experience was localized to a generation and to a set of cultural
coordinates. It was also, underneath those specifics, a universal
story about the difficulty of growing up, about the emotional work
that maturity requires, about the particular kind of catastrophe
that occurs when someone who has been coasting on charm and
avoidance is finally required to look at themselves.

Scott Pilgrim loses most of the fights that matter. He loses his
relationship with Knives through his own dishonesty. He loses his
understanding of Ramona through his own inattention. He gains
experience points and he levels up and he arrives at the final battle



older, not in years but in the way that matters, which is in his
willingness to be accountable for the things he has done. This is
not a new story. It is the oldest story in the romantic comedy
tradition.

What Scott Pilgrim vs. the World did was find a new grammar
for that story, one that spoke to a generation that had grown up
with controllers in their hands and that understood instinctively
the idea that you could reload a checkpoint, try again differently,
and come out the other side as someone who had actually learned
something. That generation grew up and told their younger
siblings and their children about it, and they discovered it in turn,
and here we are.

The film that opened in fifth place is not in fifth place
anymore.



Chapter 10: The Enduring Game

The release calendar of the summer of 2010 is a document that
makes more sense in reverse than it did at the time. The
Expendables is now a nostalgia property, remembered fondly by a
specific demographic as the last hurrah of a particular kind of
action-hero masculinity that the culture has since largely retired.
Eat Pray Love is remembered, when it is remembered, as a product
of a very specific 2010 conversation about self-discovery. And
Scott Pilgrim vs. the World is a reference point.

It shows up in discussions of how to adapt comics for film. It
shows up in discussions of video game aesthetics in cinema,
alongside Into the Spider-Verse, which a decade later executed a
similar argument about visual language at a different scale and
with a different outcome at the box office. It shows up in
discussions of cult classics and what separates the films that
survive commercial failure from the ones that do not.

The answer, in this case, is not complicated. Edgar Wright
made the film he wanted to make, without compromise on the
visual vocabulary or the emotional honesty, and the result was
something that could not be made to appeal to everyone in
August 2010 but that could speak with absolute precision to the
people it was for. Those people did not go away. They multiplied.

The game does not end when you run out of quarters. It ends
when you stop wanting to play. And the people who fell in love
with Scott Pilgrim vs. the World in a living room in the winter of
2010, or on a laptop in 2013, or on a streaming service the night
the Netflix series announced its cast, have not shown the slightest
sign of stopping.
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Appendices: The Numbers, the Names, and the Legacy

Appendix A: The Box Office Record

The financial history of Scott Pilgrim vs. the World is
straightforward, if somewhat complicated by the question of
which budget figure to wuse. The production cost was
approximately $85 million before Canadian tax rebates, and
approximately $60 million after them. Universal, which financed
the film alongside a small contribution from Relativity Media,
committed to the $60 million net figure as the production cost for
accounting purposes. Virtually all public reporting uses the $60
million number.

The second-weekend drop of 51 percent was the number
that most alarmed the studio. A film that holds on its second
weekend is finding new audience through word of mouth. A film
that drops by half has not. The theatrical run was over in practical
terms by early September.

The opening weekend competition is worth laying out
precisely because it is one of the cleaner examples in recent
box-office history of a film being buried not by quality but by
positioning.

The CinemaScore of A-minus is the figure not included in the
flop narrative. It indicates that the people who went gave it a
strong favorable rating. The audience was not the problem. The
size of the audience was the problem, and the size was a function
of positioning, marketing strategy, and competition rather than
the film's merits.

Appendix B: The Soundtrack Record



The film generated three distinct musical artifacts, each of which
developed its own following independent of the theatrical
experience.

The first was the Scott Pilgrim vs. the World original motion
picture soundtrack, composed primarily of the songs performed
by the fictional band Sex Bob-omb (played by actors Mark
Webber, Alison Pill, and Michael Cera, with music written and
produced by Beck), alongside tracks by Metric, Plumtree, and
Frank Black. The Sex Bob-omb tracks were recorded live on set by
the actors after weeks of band rehearsal, giving them the rough,
energetic quality of a band that is genuinely figuring out how to
play together rather than performing polished studio material.

The second was Nigel Godrich's original score, released
separately. Godrich, best known as the producer and longtime
collaborator of Radiohead, had never scored a film before. The
score exists in the space between electronic music and sound
design, using tones and textures drawn from the 16-bit gaming
era without quoting any specific game, and it functions
throughout the film as an emotional underscore that
communicates the inner life of characters who are too defended to
communicate it themselves.

The third was the Anamanaguchi soundtrack to the Ubisoft
video game, which arrived on August 10, 2010, three days before
the film's wide release. Anamanaguchi, a four-piece band from
Brooklyn who used modified Nintendo Entertainment System
hardware to generate 8-bit tones layered over conventional rock
instrumentation, wrote a 24-song album that debuted at number
three on Billboard's Heatseekers chart and was described by IGN
as possibly the best soundtrack on PlayStation 3. The game was
pulled from digital stores in December 2014 when the licensing



deal expired, and the soundtrack became temporarily inaccessible
through official channels, adding a further layer to the Scott
Pilgrim mythology of things being erased by corporate arithmetic.

The game and its soundtrack were restored in January 2021
as the Complete Edition, following years of sustained fan
campaigning.

Appendix C: The Ensemble Compendium

The cast of Scott Pilgrim vs. the World requires its own appendix
because the gap between the film's box-office performance and
the subsequent trajectories of its performers is one of the most
extreme in modern Hollywood history.

Michael Cera as Scott Pilgrim. The lead, already established as
a specific type through Arrested Development, Superbad, and
Juno, used this film to demonstrate a wider range than the
persona had suggested. His subsequent career has been
deliberately varied, including challenging work in theater and film
that has continued to expand the space he occupies.

Mary Elizabeth Winstead as Ramona Flowers. Has since
become one of the most versatile dramatic actors working in
American television and film, with notable performances in 10
Cloverfield Lane and the FX series Fargo, among others. The range
required for Ramona was not apparent to audiences in 2010 and is
much clearer now.

Kieran Culkin as Wallace Wells. Won the Emmy Award for
Outstanding Lead Actor in a Drama Series for Succession in 2023,
the same year as Scott Pilgrim Takes Off. The Wallace Wells
performance contains every quality that made Roy McRoy Roy.



Chris Evans as Lucas Lee (Evil Ex #2). Went on to play Captain
America in the Marvel Cinematic Universe and is now one of the
most recognizable actors on earth. His performance in Scott
Pilgrim as a vain, preening movie star is a comedy performance of
real accomplishment that rarely gets mentioned alongside his
MCU work.

Anna Kendrick as Stacey Pilgrim. Received an Academy Award
nomination for Best Supporting Actress for Up in the Air in 2010,
the same year Scott Pilgrim was released. Her three scenes in the
film are a demonstration of maximum economy in comic
performance.

Brandon Routh as Todd Ingram (Evil Ex #3). Had played
Superman in Bryan Singer's Superman Returns in 2006 and
brought a specific quality of good-natured physical presence to
the vegan bass-player ex. Later starred in CW's Arrow and Legends
of Tomorrow.

Aubrey Plaza as Julie Powers. Has continued to develop into
one of the most distinctive comic and dramatic performers
working in American film and television, across Parks and
Recreation, The White Lotus, and numerous film roles.

Brie Larson as Envy Adams. Won the Academy Award for Best
Actress for Room in 2015. Plays Captain Marvel in the MCU. Had
approximately four scenes in Scott Pilgrim in 2010.

Mae Whitman as Roxie Richter (Evil Ex #4). Has been a
consistent presence in American television and film across
Arrested Development, Parenthood, and Good Girls, among
others.

Jason Schwartzman as Gideon Graves. The film's final
antagonist, played with a silky precision that makes the character's

w
(2]



menace entirely legible through his social performance rather than
any conventional villainy. Has continued working across film and
television in projects including Asteroid City and the Severance
universe.

Ellen Wong as Knives Chau. The performance that carries the
film's emotional center of gravity: Knives is the character the story
actually costs something, and Wong makes that cost visible
throughout.

The full roster of seven evil exes, the complete band lineup,
the extended ensemble of Toronto characters, all returned for the
2023 Netflix series, having collectively spent the intervening
thirteen years becoming collectively more famous than the film
that introduced most of them.

Appendix D: The Divided Legacy: Film vs. Anime

The 2023 Netflix series Scott Pilgrim Takes Off arrived in the
peculiar position of being a continuation of a film that had failed
commercially and been vindicated by time, featuring a cast that
had become considerably more famous in the interval, and using
that fame deliberately to subvert the expectations of the people
who came to it because of the original.

The series is not a straight continuation of the film's story. It is
something stranger: a deconstruction of the source material that
uses the audience's familiarity with both the comics and the film as
the ground on which it builds its inversions. To say more is to spoil
what the series does with its premise, which is one of its genuine
pleasures.

Both works coexist as honest responses to the source
material from different distances. The film is what a passionate



adapter made of the comics when the final volume was three
weeks from publication. The anime is what the original creator,
with thirteen additional years and the perspective of a story now
complete, made of both.

Appendix E: The Lexicon

Scott Pilgrim vs. the World contributed a set of phrases and
images to the common language of internet culture that have
outlasted the film's theatrical run by fifteen years and show no
sign of fading. A partial glossary:

"Bread makes you fat?" Scott's response to a menu item,
delivered with the genuine bewilderment of someone
encountering an unexpected category of existence. Has been used
as a response to any information that disrupts an established
worldview.

"We are Sex Bob-omb. One, two, three, four." Kim Pine's
perpetual introduction before every band performance, delivered
with the specific flatness of someone who has said this exact
sentence ten thousand times and is continuing to say it only
because the alternative is not being in a band at all.

"Grindy-thingy." A piece of Scott Pilgrim vocabulary that has
no definition and requires none.

"He punched the highlights out of her hair." A visual gag that
has become shorthand for the specific kind of escalation that turns
a fight scene into a comedy scene.

The 1-UP. The moment Scott uses an extra life to restart a
failed confrontation. Has become a cultural reference for second
chances, retries, and the possibility that a situation you handled
badly can be approached again differently.



"You made me get up." Ramona, when she decides to fight.
One of the film's most quoted lines, used consistently as an

expression of reaching the point at which neutrality is no longer a
viable position.

These phrases circulate in communities that have never seen
the film and in communities built entirely around it, which is a
measure of how deeply a work has embedded itself in the
language of a generation.

THE END



