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SYNOPSIS

"Nothing will produce Bad History more directly nor brutally, than drawing a Line."








Thomas Pynchon - Mason & Dixon
Right now, across the country, our two major political parties are gearing up for a once-a-decade war whose winner will control Congress for the next ten years, and possibly more.  There will be battles in every state, and each will be kept carefully hidden from the prying eyes of average voters who only become more disenchanted with their government with each meaningless election.  

Democrats and Republicans collude to keep these skirmishes private so that they can maintain total control over the ultimate political weapon: the ability to directly determine the outcome of elections.  Why bother stuffing ballots when they can just draw districts?  For the first time, GERRYMANDERING exposes the most effective form of manipulating elections short of outright fraud.  After the 2010 Census is finished, will you know where your district went?

Q&A WITH JEFF REICHERT

Q: Gerrymandering, and more broadly redistricting, is an area of politics that most Americans aren’t familiar with at all.  How did you first become aware of it?  

Jeff Reichert: I didn’t know a thing about redistricting until the news coverage of the Texas Democrats’ flight from the state in 2003 caught my attention.  Though, at the time, I didn’t dig much deeper than a cursory examination of the subject -- enough to understand the basics of gerrymandering and to get that it wasn’t a particularly healthy thing for our democracy.  I didn’t really learn the ins and outs of the issue until a few years later, about the time the film started in earnest, when I got really into the heavy-duty scholarly literature on the subject.  Some people remember studying gerrymandering in civics, but I only came away from those classes with a sense of our government as a big immutable slab of laws and processes.  I find redistricting endlessly fascinating because it points to exactly the opposite.  
Q: Why shoot in so many locations? GERRYMANDERING features stories from many different locales and many different characters.    

JR:  The initial plan for the film was to actually just focus on the 2003 Texas redistricting -- really dive into the details of that fight in all their absurdity -- but once that idea was fully developed it was clear just how much of the story of redistricting would have been missing.  It also would have also been difficult to really stake out a nonpartisan stance with that narrative alone.  Every state has its own story when it comes to redistricting, and we could have swapped out the nine states we shot in for any other nine and made a completely different movie that still covered the same ground.  It was a bit of a risk to shoot this way -- I think we sacrificed, or at least muted, some traditional narrative effects like identification by doing so -- but it was important to suggest as much of the breadth of ways in which redistricting plays out as possible so that audience members didn’t just feel that what they were watching was something apart from them, something that didn’t happen where they lived.  Each state in GERRYMANDERING was selected to play off the others to build a solid overview of the process, and, further, to get at some of how big and weird America actually is. It wasn’t easy from a logistical or budgetary standpoint, but we all felt it was important.

Q: Is that why you use the Prop. 11 story as something of a “spine”?

JR: As Governor Schwarznegger says in the film, we needed a “beginning, middle and an end” and the Prop. 11 fight gave us exactly that.  People know how campaign movies work: you learn the issue at stake, learn the players and then sit back and watch the countdown to Election Day to see if the heroes win.  Once we figured out how to make that narrative function in GERRYMANDERING, it was easy to slot the rest of our mini-narratives around it in the edit.  We begin with a bunch of cases where redistricting seems an obvious net negative, and then about midway through start introducing complications: the way racial redistricting helps minorities, how if Barack Obama hadn’t been involved in choosing his own district, he might not now be president, the potential downsides of Prop. 11, and the like.  

Q: In addition to contemporary narratives about redistricting, the film takes detours into history -- you open with a colonial-era re-enactor singing a made-up song, you spend time looking into the genesis of the term gerrymandering in 1812, look over the influence of Native American political structures on the formation of our government.  Where does this stuff fit in?   

JR:  You can’t tackle an issue like gerrymandering without brushing up against all sorts of pieces of American history.  We stretched the temporal bounds of our examination so that we could cast all of our present days events in light of several hundred years of history.  Redistricting is, at heart, an issue about representation, a question that undergirds the very reason the United States became a country in the first place.  And if you take a long enough historical view of the U.S. you start to realize that what we mean when we use the word “representation” has changed over time, as have the structures in place that determine how “representation” actually works.  More than anything, the goal with GERRYMANDERING was to use this idea of changing political lines to draw viewers into a larger awareness that democracy is changeable and needs to be changeable.  We all think that by electing different kinds of politicians we’ll have a different kind of politics, but in reality, if the rules by which we elect people stay the same, we’ll keep having to choose from candidates who are variations on similar themes.  

Q: By now it’s very common for documentarians to insert themselves into their films and use their personas to ground the viewer.  We see you on camera a few times, and hear you a few others, but GERRYMANDERING never seems to be “your” story.

JR: There’s nothing wrong with documentarians being in their own films -- I just didn’t want GERRYMANDERING to operate like that, for a number of reasons.  Even though you see the traces of the stories I travelled to capture, that I went with a camera is much less important than the things that actually happened.  I think if my persona had been more foregrounded, it would have been to the detriment of our actual main character, which is America.  My role is most aptly, and importantly, described by the title card we settled on for me: “Resident, New York Assembly District 57.”  As we emphasize in the film, redistricting touches everyone who lives in America -- I’m not outside of it either, and luckily my neighborhood had a compelling story in relation to redistricting.  This isn’t to say that we were above using tricks like music and animation and editing to suggest a kind of omniscience steering the film along... 
Q: The music is very familiar sounding but strange at the same time.  

JR: [Composer] David Wingo and I had a great time coming up with the score.  Every piece is based on his reinterpretation of an American patriotic song.  So we have My Country ‘Tis of Thee by way of Krautrock and Rhys Chatham, an ambient Yankee Doodle Dandy as if produced by Brian Eno and so on. Some cues ended up really straightforward, -- like David’s very warm, folky version of America -- others take viewers a few bars before they get that a-ha moment of recognition.  But it was important that the score tie the film together, not just in terms of aural continuity, but also conceptually.  Every time you hear music in the film, that melody is deeply tied to our overall message: what you’re watching is America.  We could have just wallpapered over the images with some kind of Philip Glass knock-off, and it certainly would have been easier, but I think our score really gives the film its identity.  

Q: Was it always the plan to have the film ready in advance of the 2010 elections and redistricting?

JR: I wish I could say that the timing was part of some sort of grand master plan, but I think if we’d been able to raise the money sooner, the film would have been out earlier.  I’m glad it took so long because it feels right to be finishing it now.  I hope that our release will impact the process in a positive way, and we’ve got a bunch of cool initiatives in the works to help raise awareness of the process.  
REDISTRICTING ON THE BALLOT IN 2010

With the 2010 Census approaching, both parties are pouring massive resources into winning thousands of state legislative races across the country.  Most voters pay little attention to these down-ticket elections, yet the party that controls the most state legislatures and governorships following the 2010 midterm will have the ability to shape the makeup of the U.S. Congress for the next decade.  

There are a number of major redistricting reform initiatives currently on the ballot in states featured in GERRYMANDERING.  Below is a quick roundup of the two biggest reform battlegrounds, California and Florida. 

California:

Proposition 20: [SPOILER ALERT] This initiative would extend the jurisdiction of the voter-approved citizen’s redistricting commission passed in 2008 to cover Congressional districts.  Currently the commission, made of California citizens chosen via an intense screening process, only draws line for state legislative seats.  This initiative is supported by several prominent California Republicans and many of the same partner organizations that worked on Proposition 11 (as featured in GERRYMANDERING) and is largely opposed by the California Democratic Congressional delegation.

Proposition 27: This initiative would scuttle the voter-approved citizen’s redistricting commission and return the line drawing power for all districts to the members of the California State Legislature.  Prop. 27 is supported by major donations from prominent California Democratic politicians.

Florida:

Amendments 5 & 6: These constitutional amendments would institute a set of redistricting standards for the legislature to follow while drawing lines for State Legislative and Congressional seats.  They do not institute a California-style independent commission, but will provide those who wish to challenge redistricting plans produced by the legislature a firm basis for court challenge.  Amendments 5 & 6 feature heavy support  from prominent Democrats and are opposed by Republicans.  

INTERVIEWS

Debo Adegbile - NAACP Legal Defense Fund

Dava Aronberg - Florida State Senator 

Dana Bauer - RedistrictingtheNation.com

Steve Bickerstaff - Author, LINES IN THE SAND (about 2003 Texas Redistricting)

Bill Cavala - Fmr. Redistricting Head CCalifornia Legislature

Erwin Chemerinsky - Dean, UC Irvine Law

Ed Cook - Iowa Legislative Services Agency

Linda Curtis - IndependentTexans.org

Gray Davis - Fmr. Governor of California

Howard Dean - Fmr. Chair DNC

Jim Dunnam - Texas State Representative

Kathay Feng - Executive Director California Common Cause

Les Francis - Fmr. Chair DCCC

Martin Frost - Fmr. U.S. Congressman, Texas

John Fund - Wall Street Journal

Guillermo Garcia - San Antonio Express News

Bob Graham - Fmr. U.S. Senator, Fmr. Florida Governor

Bernie Grofman - UC Irvine Political Science

Lani Guiner - Harvard University 

Lisa Handley - International redistricting specialist 

Bill Hauck - California Business Roundtable

Gerry Hebert - Campaign Legal Center

Janis Hirohama - League of Women Voters California

Tom Hofeller - RNC Redistricting Head

Sam Issacharoff - NYU Law

Hakeem Jeffries - New York State Assemblyman

Doug Johnson - Rose Institute

Bob Kostelka - Louisiana State Senator

Justin Levitt - Brennan Center for Justice

Susan Lerner - Common Cause New York

Jim Mangia - Independentmovement.org

Jim Mayer - California Forward

Mike McDonald - George Mason University

Adam Mendelsohn - Political Advisor to Governor Schwarzenegger

Bill Mundell - Californians for Fair Redistricting

Rob Richie - Fair Vote

Ed Rollins - Fmr. Chair RNC

Gary Rudicil - Iowa Legislative Services Agency

Jeffrey Sadow - Louisiana State University Shreveport

Arnold Schwarzenegger - Governor of California

Charlie Stenholm - Fmr. U.S. Congressman Texas

George Stonefish - American Indian Community House

Chris Swain - Designer, Redistricting Game

John Tanner - U.S. Congressman Tennessee

Art Torres - Chair CA Democratic Party

John Trasviña - President Mexican American Legal Defense Fund

Peter Wagner - Prison Policy Initiative

Jeff Wice - Democratic Redistricting Attorney

Pete Wilson - Fmr. U.S. Senator/Fmr. Governor of CA

Danny Young - Fmr. City Councilman Anamosa, IA

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS

Jeff Reichert (Writer/Director/Producer) Reichert recently served as Senior Vice President of Magnolia Pictures where he developed release campaigns for some of the most theatrically successful documentaries in recent years including the Academy Award-nominees Capturing the Friedmans, Enron: the Smartest Guys in the Room, Jesus Camp and No End in Sight, and the Academy Award-winning Man on Wire among many other fiction and non-fiction features. He is the co-founder and editor of the popular online film journal Reverse Shot.

Green Film Company (Producers): Chris Romano and Dan O'Meara formed the Green Film Company in 2007.  The Company's first film, the By the people: The Election of Barack Obama had exclusive access to then Senator Obama's historic campaign from early 2006 through the general election in November 2008.  Edward Norton's company Class 5 Films is also producing and the film will premier on HBO in the fall of 2009.  GFC is currently in production on a feature adaptation of the best-selling book Freakonomics, with a roster of award-winning directors including Morgan Spurlock (Super-Size Me), Alex Gibney (Taxi to the Darkside), Eugene Jarecki (Why We Fight) and Rachel Grady & Heidi Ewing (Jesus Camp).

Gary Keith Griffin (Director of Photography): Sundance Award-winning cinematographer Griffin is Artist in Residence at the American University in Washington, D.C. and served as Director of Photography for Educating Peter (Academy Award 1992), its sequel Graduating Peter, Autism is a World (Academy Award nominee 2005), and Barbara Kopple's Shut Up and Sing (Toronto Film Festival 2006). Griffin has made several films about life in the Czech and Slovak Republics, including Come Brother, We Go To America, The Death of Ales Martinu and Fighter. Griffin holds an MFA from Prague's FAMU Film Academy of Performing Arts.  He is currently working on his first film as a writer/director, Listopad.

Sam Pollard (Editor): Sam Pollard's professional accomplishments as a feature film and television video editor, and documentary producer/director span almost thirty years. He recently served as Supervising Editor on Green Film Company's By The People: The Election of Barack Obama. His first assignment as a documentary producer came in 1989 for Henry Hampton's Blackside production Eyes On The Prize II: America at the Racial Crosswords. For one of his episodes in this series, he received an Emmy. Eight years later, he returned to Blackside as Co-Executive Producer/Producer of Hampton's last documentary series I'll Make Me A World: Stories of African-American Artists and Community. For the series, Mr. Pollard received The George Peabody Award. Between 1990 and 2000, Mr. Pollard edited a number of Spike Lee's films: Mo' Better Blues, Jungle Fever, Girl 6, Clockers,Bamboozled. As well, Mr. Pollard and Mr. Lee co-produced a couple of documentary productions for the small and big screen: Spike Lee Presents Mike Tyson, a biographical sketch for HBO for which Mr. Pollard received an Emmy, and Four Little Girls, a feature-length documentary about the 1965 Birmingham church bombings which was nominated for an Academy Award.

Brian Oakes (Motion Graphics and Titles): In 2005, Brian Oakes founded his own design studio (Brian Oakes Design) and designed the motion graphics for the film Wordplay, the 2006 documentary about crossword puzzle competitions.  Since then he has produced graphics for a number of feature film and television productions including I.O.U.S.A, Constantine’s Sword, and Freakonomics.
David Wingo (Composer): David Wingo has composted innovative scores for numerous independent features including George Washington, All the Real Girls, Guatemalan Handshake and Snow Angels.
Susan Bryant (Associate Producer/Sound Recording): With a background in managing educational and sustainability projects in the US and Africa, Susan Bryant joined Frontrunner, a documentary about Afghan women leading their country back from chaos, as Associate Producer. Since then she has worked with Griffin and his colleagues as Field Producer/Sound Recordist for Incite Pictures, The Green Film Company, Criterion Collection, Thinkfilm, Inc., Globalvision, Cabin Creek, Mahala Media and others. She paints and documents events in pen and ink illustrations.

Bill Mundell (Executive Producer): Out of concern for the disenfranchisement of California voters in the 2004 election, Bill formed Californians For Fair Redistricting in March of 2005 to advance fair redistricting reform. He is currently executive producer of Gerrymandering, a national documentary which will focus on the use of gerrymandering to fix elections and insure incumbent protection. 

Mundell is chairman of ZBB energy, a publically traded alternative energy company, and chairman of INTEKEA, a holding company related to new frontier investments in Africa. Mundell sold Vidyah, Inc., in 2006, an online learning company he founded and led to be one of the leading private educational organizations in the United States. 

Mundell is the past President and Chief Executive Officer of the WEFA Group, one of the world’s foremost economic forecasting and consulting firms. With operations located throughout the world, WEFA worked with governments, businesses and other organizations to determine how the economy impacted them. 

As a proponent of market-based solutions to economic and policy issues, Bill has authored a number of public policy articles, which were printed in the Wall Street Journal, the New York Times and the Financial Times, and is a contributing editor to International Trade and International Banking. He has also taught Economic Policy Analysis at UCLA’s Anderson Graduate School of Management. 

Bill holds a B.S. degree in economics and political science from Carlton University and an MBA and MIA from Columbia University.
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