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LOGLINE  

Told solely through archival footage, and set against the backdrop of the Cold War, The Reagan 
Show presents the pageantry, absurdity and charisma of a prolific actor’s defining role: Leader 
of the Free World. 

 
SYNOPSIS 
 
The Reagan Show is an all-archival documentary about the original performer-president’s role 
of a lifetime. 
 
Teasing apart the spectacle at the heart of finger-on-the-button global diplomacy, the film 
follows Ronald Reagan's rivalry with charismatic Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, tracing how 
the Communicator-in-Chief uses his public relations chops to overcome Soviet mistrust, the 
objections of a skeptical press corps and the looming threat of WW III.  
 
Chock full of wit and political irony, and told solely through 1980s network news and videotapes 
created by the Reagan administration itself, the film explores Reagan’s made-for-TV approach 
to politics as he faced down the United States’ greatest rival. 
 
 	  



2	  

DIRECTORS’ STATEMENT 
  
The Reagan Show is constructed solely of archival materials from the Reagan Administration’s 
1980s reign. Eschewing contemporary interviews or outside commentary, it is composed of 
network news broadcasts, Hollywood films and, most importantly, the largely unseen raw 
footage shot by the White House Television Office crew. Through this trove of material—from 
the bizarre and unscripted to the unflappably professional—The Reagan Show tracks the public-
relations battle behind the Cold War's tumultuous end, highlighting the key role that Reagan's 
use of film and video played in his presidency. 
  
Our film begins with Reagan’s first years in office, the tensest period between the superpowers 
since the Cuban Missile crisis. Enter Mikhail Gorbachev, the youngest Soviet leader ever, and 
the first to grasp the power of celebrity. He challenges the President on his home turf: television. 
Caught off-guard by the Soviets’ new media savvy, Reagan has to fight back. He succeeds 
politically, but by prizing surface over substance, at what cost? 
 
The Reagan Show is a work of media archaeology, and just as classical sculpture provides 
insight into ancient Greek culture, and photographs are a stock-in-trade of Victorian era cultural 
historians, the medium of the 1980s was video. Its particular qualities both provided Reagan 
with an outlet for his performative talents, as well as influencing the very development of those 
talents. To capture this circulation between the performer and his medium, we embraced the 
aesthetic of raw tape, highlighting the video artifacts unique to analog footage. 
 
Presenting original recordings, framed only by our montage, is the best way for audiences to 
track Reagan through the end of the Cold War—with all its confusion, fear, humor and, above 
all, irony. Armed with the 20/20 vision that only hindsight can provide, our immersive, self-
reflective approach invites viewers to look closely at—and question—the use of narrative in 
contemporary politics. 
 
– Pacho Velez & Sierra Pettengill  
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FILMMAKER BIOGRAPHIES 
 
Pacho Velez (Director, Writer) is an award-winning filmmaker. His last documentary, 
Manakamana (co-directed with Stephanie Spray), won a Golden Leopard at the 2013 Locarno 
Film Festival. It played around the world, including at the New York Film Festival and the 
Toronto International Film Festival. His earlier work has screened in venues as varied as The 
Swedish Museum of Ethnography, Occupy Boston, and on Japanese National Television. He is 
a Princeton Arts Fellow and, beginning in the Fall, a professor at The New School. 
 
Sierra Pettengill (Director, Producer) is a Brooklyn-based filmmaker. Town Hall, her 
directorial debut (co-directed with Jamila Wignot), broadcast nationally on PBS in 2014. She 
produced the Academy Award-nominated documentary Cutie and the Boxer, which also won 
the directing award at the 2013 Sundance Film Festival and the 2016 News and Doc Emmy 
Award for Best Documentary. She was the archivist on Jim Jarmusch's Gimme Danger, Mike 
Mills' 20th Century Women, Robert Greene's Kate Plays Christine, and Matt Wolf’s Teenage, 
amongst many others.  
 
Dan Cogan (Executive Producer) is the Executive Director and Co-Founder of Impact 
Partners, a fund and advisory service for investors and philanthropists who seek to promote 
social change through film. Since its inception in 2007, Impact Partners has been involved in the 
financing of more than 80 films, including The Cove, which won the 2010 Academy Award for 
Documentary Feature; How to Survive A Plague, which was nominated for the Academy Award 
for Documentary Feature in 2013; Freeheld, which won the 2008 Academy Award for 
Documentary Short Film; The Garden, which was nominated for the Academy Award for 
Documentary Feature in 2009; and Hell and Back Again, which was nominated for the Academy 
Award for Documentary Feature. Other award-winning films include The Hunting Ground, The 
Queen of Versailles and Detropia. 
 
Amy Entelis (Executive Producer) is executive vice president for talent and content 
development for CNN Worldwide. Entelis joined CNN in 2012 and is responsible for new 
program development and acquisitions for CNN Worldwide, as well as the identification and 
recruitment of on-air talent for CNN programming and platforms. CNN Films co-produces and 
acquires documentary shorts and feature films and leverages distribution opportunities at 
festivals and in theaters; CNN Films Presents, which acquires and broadcasts encore runs of 
notable documentary features. More than 30 feature and short films have been acquired, co-
produced, or commissioned for CNN. For CNN Originals Series, Entelis and her team have 
developed more than 20 original, multi-part, nonfiction series. In addition, Entelis has developed 
unique co-production partnerships that extend nonfiction long-form storytelling beyond the 
television screen and further the impact of the content. In 2015, Entelis led CNN’s partnership 
with Tribeca Film Festival and Camden International Film Festival for a joint annual Filmmaker 
Retreat with CNN Films in Camden and Rockport, Maine, supporting the development of the 
next generation of documentary filmmakers. CNN Films has partnered with companies including 
Paramount, Participant Media, Lionsgate, Kartemquin Films, Vimeo, RADiUS-TWC, and 
Magnolia Pictures for theatrical and/or digital film distribution throughout North America, 
including Blackfish, directed by Gabriela Cowperthwaite; Our Nixon, directed by Penny Lane; 
Life Itself, directed by Steve James; Ivory Tower, directed by Andrew Rossi; Dinosaur 13, 
directed by Todd Miller; Whitey: United States Of America V. James J. Bulger, directed by Joe 
Berlinger; Glen Campbell… I’ll Be Me, directed by James Keach; Blackface, directed by Roger 
Ross Williams; Steve Jobs: The Man in the Machine, directed by Alex Gibney; Holy Hell, 
directed by Will Allen; We Will Rise: Michelle Obama’s Mission to Educate Girls Around the 
World co-produced with The Documentary Group; Unseen Enemy, directed by Janet 
Tobias; and Elian, directed by Tim Golden and Ross McDonnell. 
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Houston King (Executive Producer) recently produced Brett Haley’s The Hero and Janicza 
Bravo’s Lemon, both of which premiered at the 2017 Sundance Film Festival and were acquired 
by The Orchard and Magnolia Pictures respectively. He also produced Andrew Bujalski’s 
Results which premiered at the 2015 Sundance Film Festival and was released by Magnolia. In 
addition, he has licensed and/or managed the theatrical distribution of approximately 60 other 
films as well as managed the outreach campaign for the documentary Bully. 
 
Regina Scully (Executive Producer) is a social-justice entrepreneur, media activist and 
documentary filmmaker. She is an Academy Award-nominated and Emmy Award-winning 
producer of both The Invisible War and The Hunting Ground. Scully has helped produce a 
number of other award-winning films, including Dreamcatcher, Alive Inside, Fed Up, After Tiller, 
Newtown, Audrie & Daisy, Miss Representation, Prophet’s Prey, Under the Gun, Hazing, 
Resilience, Trapped, The Mask You Live In, Be Natural, Alice Walker: Beauty in Truth, Anita 
Hill: Speaking Truth to Power, Maya Angelou: And Still I Rise, and The Eagle Huntress. As 
Founder and CEO of Artemis Rising Foundation, a philanthropic organization, Scully is 
dedicated to developing and promoting media, education and the arts that transform our culture. 
 
Francisco Bello (Editor, Writer) is an Oscar and three-time Emmy Award nominee. He shot 
and produced Salim Baba (HBO), a 2008 Best Short Documentary Oscar and 2009 Emmy 
Nominee. Francisco produced and edited War Don Don (HBO), the winner of the Special Jury 
Prize at the 2010 SXSW Film Festival, for which he was also given the inaugural Karen 
Schmeer Documentary Editing Award and two Emmy nominations. Additional highlights include 
editing the Peabody winning Best Kept Secret, the Cine Golden Eagle winning Code of the 
West, and the Karen Schmeer Award winning Our Nixon. Most recently, Bello co-directed 
Dreaming Against the World, seen at the 2015 Telluride Film Festival, New York’s Asia Society, 
the Museum of the Fine Arts in Boston and China Institute. 
 
Daniel Garber (Editor) is a filmmaker based in Brooklyn, NY. He has edited short films that 
have played at festivals including the International Film Festival Rotterdam and True/False Film 
Festival, and has watched nearly 1,000 hours of Ronald Reagan footage. 
 
David Barker (Editor) co-wrote and edited the award-winning White Sun, directed by Deepak 
Rauniyar, was co-writer and editor of Josephine Decker’s Thou Was Mild and Lovely, which was 
named one of the 10 Best Films of 2014 in The New Yorker. He was contributing writer and 
editor on Olmo and the Seagull  by Petra Costa and Lea Glob (“Best Film” CPH:DOX, “Best 
Doc” Rio Film Festival, “Young Jury Prize” Locarno Film Festival) and has also worked as an 
editor on films such as Big Men (Rachel Boynton), HERE (Braden King), Highway (Deepak 
Rauniyar), and When Dogs Talked (Elisabeth Povinelli).  
 
Josh Alexander (Writer) is one of the founders of Group Effort Films. He wrote and co-directed 
the documentary Prescription Thugs, which premiered at the Tribeca Film Festival and was 
released by Samuel Goldwyn Films in 2016. Previously, he wrote and produced acclaimed 
photographer Gillian Laub's debut documentary Southern Rites, which premiered on HBO in 
May 2015. Josh was nominated for The Humanitas Prize in 2016 for his writing on that film. He 
also wrote and produced the Sarah Jessica Parker executive-produced documentary Pretty Old, 
which was released in 2014. 
 
Laura Karpman (Composer) maintains a vibrant career in film, television, videogame, concert 
and theater music, and is a four-time Emmy award-winner. Her distinguished credits include the 
hit series Underground, on which she collaborated with Rapheal Saadiq and John Legend. 
Additionally, she has composed the scores for Eleanor Coppola’s Paris Can Wait, Kasi 
Lemmons’ Black Nativity, Spielberg’s miniseries Taken, the Showtime series Odyssey 5 
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and Masters Of Science Fiction (both Emmy-nominated). Karpman collaborated with soprano 
Jessye Norman and The Roots on Ask Your Mama, a multimedia opera on a text by Langston 
Hughes, which played at Carnegie Hall in 2009 as well as The Hollywood Bowl and was revived 
at the Apollo Theater in Harlem. The recording received three Grammy nominations and won 
two Grammys. Other notable projects include Wilde Tales, a children’s opera commissioned 
by the Glimmerglass Festival, and her opera Balls, based on the tennis match between Billie 
Jean King and Bobby Riggs. Karpman is a governor of the music branch of the Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.  
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INTERVIEW WITH PACHO VELEZ & SIERRA PETTENGILL 
 
As filmmakers who were young children while Ronald Reagan was in office, what was 
your first exposure to him? 
  
Pacho: My first exposure to Ronald Reagan, or at least to the idea of him as a performer, was 
through my dad. He was an old-movie buff, and when I was five or six years old, he showed me 
Bedtime for Bonzo. Imagine my shock at seeing Ronald Reagan, Leader of the Free World, co-
starring with a chimpanzee. Making sense of that experience, of the distance between that 
movie and the exalted office that Reagan occupied, sparked a lifelong interest in the man. 
  
Sierra: As a “Reagan baby,” I first encountered Reagan through my mother’s infuriated yelling 
at the TV. A strange part of working with all this material has been encountering what feels like 
a ghost or a sense memory of my childhood—in the textures, the sounds, the quality of the 
video, Sam Donaldson’s voice on the 6 o’clock news—which is all inextricably linked to the eight 
very formative years of the Reagan administration. 
  
What drew you to the idea of making a film about Reagan? 
  
P: Despite a longstanding interest in Reagan, I actually came upon this project by a roundabout 
route. I was doing research into the phenomenon of “lifeblogging,” and I started thinking about 
the prehistory of that practice—about people who, one way or another, had large portions of 
their lives recorded. In 1937, Reagan acted in his first film, and he didn’t tape his last television 
appearance until the Fall of 1994, so that’s fifty-seven years in front of a camera. And I started 
to wonder about the evolution of, on the one hand, Reagan’s career and, on the other, 
technologies of mass communication. How did the two inform one another? 
 
I hired a researcher to look into audiovisual archives related to Reagan, which eventually led to 
the White House Television Archive (WHTV)—almost 1,500 hours of footage, shot by the United 
States Naval Photographic unit, documenting his years in office. Because of its sheer volume, it 
had been little explored by other filmmakers.  
  
S: My work for the last seven years has focused on conservative politics. My last film, Town 
Hall, was a vérité documentary that followed Tea Party members between 2010 and 2013. 
While making that, I saw how forcefully Reagan’s legacy had persisted as the “patron saint” of 
the conservative movement. As we tracked the echoes and feedback loops between the news 
and the ways our characters saw themselves in that project, I was fascinated by how these 
mythological narratives held by the American right were reinforced and repeated. The Reagan 
Show provided me with the opportunity to continue this same exploration but to pull back one 
step further and reckon with the language of the footage, the language of the media itself—and 
at a crucial historical moment where you can really see the roots of the present day starting to 
take hold.  
 
You went through a huge amount of WHTV footage in order to select what would 
ultimately be included in the documentary. How did your vision of the film change or take 
shape after reviewing it? 
  
P: Reviewing the archive’s contents led us to focus the film onto Reagan’s dealings with the 
news media. As for why their relationship is important, the journalist Mark Hertsgaard sums it up 
more authoritatively than I can, “Ronald Reagan is hardly the first President to try and 
manipulate the press… However, he took it all to a new level. He institutionalized how the 
President communicates to the public.” Hertsgaard was describing a fundamental shift that 
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happened under Reagan. Previously, politicians like Nixon accepted news cameras a 
necessary evil, and would try to go “over the heads” of the press as much as possible. Reagan’s 
insight was that it was possible to go through the press as well, to use their taste for drama as a 
way to plant stories presenting the administration’s point-of-view. 
 
S: Our team together watched what was nearly 1,000 hours of footage. We let the archival 
record tell us the story, which was a pretty laborious process that took several years. I work a lot 
with archival footage—as an archival researcher and archival producer—and I am always 
pushing to consider historical materials within the context under which they were produced. That 
was a major goal for me here… rather than applying the tapes to a pre-determined story or 
cherry-picking it for illustrative purposes, we sat in the tapes, both news and the Reagan-
authored WHTV tapes, and reckoned with it as a body of footage—shot for specific purposes 
and told from very specific set of points of view. It was crucial to me that we remain within the 
archival record, and resist the lure of outside voices from the present day. 
 
Can you speak a little more about how this new telegenic president affected the way TV 
news media approached their coverage?  
 
P: Since cameras were Reagan’s main tool, and network news his biggest outlet, the film 
intercuts archival footage of this confrontation with period news stories reporting on it. Like 
candy, the Reagan administration's staging was too sweet for journalists to resist, but even 
when they presented this material critically, it was still bad for the health of their reporting. At a 
press roundtable in the late 1980s, NBC reporter Andrea Mitchell argued, “the role of television 
raises profound questions for what we’re doing... Do we as reporters look for the picture first 
and the substance second?” It’s a concern both prescient and quaint, given today’s media 
landscape. 
 
Why did you choose to focus on Reagan as a former actor?  
 
S: Looking at Reagan, an unapologetically self-described "actor," through the prism of 
performance felt like the best way to understand both the person and the policies he pursues - 
and also, the role of "narrative" itself. As film critic Richard Schickel put it, “The problem is that 
he used to be—probably still is—a movie fan, a consumer of make-believe, even an addict of it.” 
Going even further, the White House chief of operations in Reagan’s second term, Rhett 
Dawson, claimed, “If you gave him a script, he would do it.” 
 
And how did Reagan’s embrace of “the script” lay the foundation for presidencies to 
follow?  
  
P: Reagan’s embrace of the script ushered in what Paul Krugman and other commentators 
have called “post-truth politics,” showing that it is acceptable to replace nuanced descriptions of 
complicated political realities with folk wisdom and self-effacing jokes. His tactics, most 
memorably deployed during his summits with the Soviets, helped condition Americans to think 
of politics as a spectacle; and now, the next generation of politicians, armed with a firm voice 
and a confident swagger, can make outrageous claims and get away with them because the 
truth of a claim matters less than the charisma of the person delivering it. 
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Additional Archival  
 

ABC World News Tonight / ABC News Productions 
‘America's Defense Monitor’ / WHUT-TV / Center for Defense Information 
‘The Bad Man’ / Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Inc. / Loew's Inc. / Richard Thorpe	  

 ‘Cattle Queen of Montana’ / RKO Radio Pictures Inc. / RKO Radio Pictures Inc. / Allan Dwan 
CBS Evening News / CBS News Productions 
CBS Morning News / CBS News Productions 

C-SPAN 
‘Code of the Secret Service’ / Warner Brothers Inc. / First National Pictures Inc. / Noel Smith 

‘The Day After’ / American Broadcasting Company Inc. / ABC Circle Films Inc. / Nicholas Meyer 
‘Desperate Journey’ / Warner Brothers Inc. / First National Pictures Inc. / Raoul Walsh 

‘Inside Story’ / PBS / The Press & The Public Project, Inc. 
‘Law and Order’ / Universal Pictures Inc. / Nathan Juran 

NBC Nightly News / NBC News 
Newsweek, LLC	  

‘She’s Working Her Way Through College’ / Warner Bros. Inc.  / Bruce Humberstone 
‘Storm Warning’ / Warner Brothers Inc. / Stuart Heisler	  

‘That Hagen Girl’ / Warner Brothers Inc. / Peter Godfrey 
‘This is the Army’ / Warner Brothers Inc. / Michael Curtiz 
‘The Winning Team’ / Warner Brothers Inc. / Lewis Seiler 

United States Central Intelligence Agency 
 

Music 	  
 

“GOD BLESS THE USA”	  
Words and Music by Lee Melvin Greenwood	  

(c) SONGS OF UNIVERSAL, INC. (BMI) 	  
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‘Semper Fidelis’ / John Philip Sousa / U.S. Marine Corps Band	  
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