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NEED TO KNOW THAT’S THE SPIRIT

ONE OF CALIFORNIA’S MOST OUT-THERE 
tourist attractions is starring in its own film. 
The supernatural thriller Winchester (Feb. 2) 
stars Helen Mirren as the extremely 
eccentric heiress Sarah Winchester, who 
built—and continued to build for 38 years—a 
labyrinthian house meant to befuddle the 
ghosts she believed were haunting her.

Since the owner’s death in 1922, the 
Winchester Mystery House in San Jose has 
been a transfixing landmark and has 
welcomed more than 12 million visitors. 
At one point, the zany abode featured over 
500 rooms; doors opening to unfinished 
wings; M.C. Escher-esque switchback stairs 
leading nowhere; 10,000 windows; and spider 
motifs encrypted throughout the walls.

“Within a minute of being in the house, 
you’re down the rabbit hole,” says Mirren. 
“Suddenly, your whole world is different 
proportions, different colors, a different 
sense of light.”

In the fi lm, the house changes as quickly as 
Winchester’s reeling mind, taking on a life of 
its own. That’s when Eric Price (Jason Clarke), 
a psychiatrist from San Francisco, steps in to 
assess Winchester’s mental state. 

“The fi lm is a study in how we create our 
own universe,” Clarke says, “and Sarah 
constructed the house in a way that allowed 
her mind to make sense.”

The prospect of filming the entire movie 
on location proved too challenging, so 
filmmakers Michael and Peter Spierig 
recreated parts of the mansion 7,800 miles 
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away in Melbourne, Australia. They sifted 
through historical documents, took exact 
measurements and snapped thousands 
of photos to piece together an idea of what 
it looked like in 1906, when the film is 
set. “She would build rooms then tear 
them down almost instantly, so it’s hard 
to know exactly what was there in that 
period,” says Michael.

After months of filming on set in 
Melbourne, the cast and crew relocated to 
San Jose for a few days of shooting at the 
original location, a dizzying endeavor that 
reaffirmed their decision not to film at the 
real house. “Every department needed 
their own guide,” says Michael, “in order 
to not get lost.” —JENNA SCATENA

winchestermysteryhouse.com
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“Every time I see a youth 
orchestra, I see myself,” says 

Gustavo Dudamel, the charismatic 
music and artistic director of the 

Los Angeles Philharmonic. “ That’s 
where it all started [for me].” 

The 37-year-old musician is the 
most famous product of Venezuela’s 

El Sistema, a system of youth 
orchestras that promotes social 

development through music. These 
days, he returns the favor via his 

Youth Orchestra Los Angeles 
initiative. Dudamel, who inspired 
for Amazon’s Mozart in the Jungle, 

is on a world tour with the 
Vienna Philharmonic. That’s all 

while continuing to conduct 
innovative programs in L.A. 

“We have to break that box in 
which classical music has been 

placed,” says Dudamel. “Classical 
music is a symbol of change.” 

gustavodudamel.com

Gustavo Dudamel balances touring 
the world with giving back
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 THE DEVIL IS IN 
THE DETAILS

Full Circle 
A new Explore More tour 

allows guests to visit 
40 previously off -limit 

spaces, including 
the South Turret Witch’s 

Cap, the house’s only 
circular room.

Nooks and Crannies
The mansion currently has 

160 rooms, including a 
bedroom with shimmering 

mica embedded in the 
wallpaper and an attic-like 
space where windows and 
balustrades from a fallen 

tower are stored.

Numbers Game 
The bedroom ceiling is a 

grid reminiscent of 
John Dee’s mathematical 
tables. When Winchester 

gazed up, she saw 
spiritually signifi cant 

numbers, like 13.

Tangled Web 
Winchester was 

enamored with spiders 
and imbued the motif 
throughout the house. 

The most noticeable are 
meticulously designed 
“spider web” windows. 

Classical 
music is 

changing 
its tune
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