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SYNOPSIS

Sex! Gossip! Scandal! For over 60 years, the National Enquirer has pumped out salacious, shocking stories, stretching the limits of journalism and blurring the lines between truth and fiction. SCANDALOUS: THE UNTOLD STORY OF THE NATIONAL ENQIRER is the sensational true story of the most infamous tabloid in US history, a wild, probing look at how one newspaper’s prescient grasp of its’ readers darkest curiosities led it to massive profits and influence. From its coverage of Elvis’s death, to Monica Lewinsky and the O.J. Simpson murder trial, the National Enquirer rattled the foundations of American culture and politics, sometimes allegedly using payoffs and blackmail to get its scoops. With rare archival footage and revelations as wild as National Enquirer headlines themselves, SCANDALOUS: THE UNTOLD STORY OF THE NATIONAL ENQIRER examines our obsession with the rich, famous and powerful, and the tabloid that has fed those obsessions for generations of Americans.
ABOUT THE PRODUCTION
Award-winning filmmaker Mark Landsman never set out to document the colorful origin story of the National Enquirer and its controversial impact on journalism, culture, and politics in America. In many ways, the story found him.
“It came about very unexpectedly,” says Landsman. “My wife’s best friend’s father, Malcolm Balfour, was in town, and we were invited to have drinks with them. Over the course of the evening, Malcolm regaled us with stories of his former career as a tabloid reporter for the National Enquirer in the early 1970s. I’d spoken to his daughter many times in the past, but never fully realized what her father did for a living all those years ago.”
Balfour had been a conventional journalist and a Reuters editor before being poached in 1973 to join the burgeoning National Enquirer. “As he was telling me stories about Enquirer practices that were clearly unethical and bordering on illegal, it started to sound like an Ocean’s Eleven movie, so I got very intrigued,” recalls the filmmaker.
Over the next year and a half, Landsman met with Balfour and learned more about his time at the Enquirer. Eventually, the veteran tabloid journalist introduced Landsman to some of his former Enquirer colleagues who lived in Los Angeles. “I just sat there, gobsmacked, as they spun stories from the dawn of supermarket tabloid journalism in America,” he says.
The filmmaker was particularly intrigued to discover that these former Enquirer reporters were all ex-Fleet Street journalists. “They were from London, Glasgow, and Sydney, and they’d been approached by the National Enquirer to leave their jobs and come work for the paper,” he explains. “They’d already honed their practices at the great British papers, and they weren’t holding themselves to any journalistic standards, except to beat the competition.” 

Enquirer Reporters: Journalists — Or Spies?!
Although his interest in the subject had been piqued during his meetings with Balfour, it took an outside event to convince Landsman that the origin story of the National Enquirer had all the makings of an important film. 
“The timing was crucial,” Landsman says. “Just as I was sitting down with Malcolm, Ronan Farrow published his bombshell New Yorker article on the practice of catch-and-kill at the Enquirer. Prior to that, we hadn’t really heard much about Stormy Daniels or Karen McDougal. They weren’t household names yet. So, here I was, listening to this former Enquirer insider tell me stories from his days in the tabloid trenches, speaking openly about a very scurrilous and questionable form of journalism, while stories of the Enquirer's role in the MacDougal and Daniels affairs were breaking... That’s when the idea for the documentary really solidified."
As he formalized the project, Landsman identified a number of questions he wanted the film to address. “First of all, I became curious about the bargains that serious journalists made in order to work for a paper like the National Enquirer,” he says. “A lot of them accepted jobs at the Enquirer because it tripled their salaries and offered them the opportunity to travel around the world while hobnobbing with the rich and famous. What type of ethical dilemmas did that present?”
The day-to-day reality of working in the National Enquirer newsroom was another aspect of the story that Landsman wanted to explore. “I wondered what it was like behind the scenes as the Enquirer was forming. Did paying sources make the reporters feel more like spies than journalists? Finally, what were the Enquirer’s intentions, and how did those intentions evolve as various editorial changes happened over the decades?”

Mob Boss Ponies Up for a Monster!
As he delved deeper into the origins of the National Enquirer, Landsman became increasingly fascinated with Generoso Pope Jr., the larger-than-life media mogul who created the supermarket tabloid. Born in 1927 to a prominent Italian-American power broker, Pope purchased the New York Enquirer in 1952 with money supplied by his godfather, the legendary New York mafia boss Frank Costello. After rebranding the publication as the National Enquirer, Pope transformed the low-key sports paper into a wildly successful grocery store tabloid filled with celebrity scandals, dubious conspiracy theories, and outrageous medical oddities.
“Pope understood the prototypical Enquirer reader in a way that was almost freakish,” Landsman explains. “He knew what she talked about with her girlfriends at the beauty parlor, and what she yelled across the living room to her husband as they sat leafing through their periodicals, and he designed content that fed right into that.”
In terms of structuring his documentary, Landsman approached the subject like a classic Frankenstein story. “In this case, the original mad scientist was Generoso Pope Jr., who created the Enquirer. He brought this inanimate object to life, and designed it in a way that would be irresistible to the typical American reader. Knowing where the story would eventually lead under the modern stewardship of David Pecker, and his relationship with Donald Trump, I became fascinated with charting its trajectory.”
Landsman’s overarching goal was to examine how that initial monster became something completely different and far more destructive under different leaders. “That’s the story I was most interested in telling, and that’s what I set out to do with this movie,” he says.

Grisly Crime-Scene Photos Lead to Political Hit Jobs!
In addition to chronicling the colorful origin story of the National Enquirer, Scandalous offers compelling insights into something much larger than the birth of a single tabloid.
“Though some might bristle at this, in a lot of ways, I think of the Enquirer as a window into American culture,” Landsman says. “As Americans, we struggle with schadenfreude, and we have what feels like an insatiable obsession with the rise and fall of the rich, famous. and powerful.  That’s why I find it particularly fascinating that the Enquirer took off during an incredibly divisive time in our nation’s history. We were mired in Vietnam. It was the height of Watergate. Then along comes this paper that’s meant to function as an antidote to all that.” 
According to Landsman, Pope expressly designed the Enquirer to be a diversion from the turbulent times. “It was created as a form of escapism. There’s no proof that it was agenda-driven at that point. In fact, everyone I talked to said that Pope didn’t have a political agenda. Of course, it became political eventually, and it’s fascinating to watch how it morphed into that.”
The film traces National Enquirer’s journey from grisly crime-scene photos to dishy celebrity gossip to pointed political scandals. “The rise of television led to an obsession with celebrities, and that led to printing a close-up of Elvis Presley in his coffin on the front page, which set the record for the largest circulation ever for a supermarket tabloid. Then in the ’80s, they mishandled the AIDS crisis by fomenting homophobia around figures like Rock Hudson and Liberace, which led — in a roundabout way — to the pivotal story of presidential candidate Gary Hart. Suddenly, politicians were entering into the realm of celebrity, which appealed to the Enquirer’s readers. From there, you can trace it all the way up to the present.” 
In this way, the National Enquirer not only responded to what was happening in American culture, it shaped the culture as well.

Shoppers Held Captive!
Scandalous answers another important question that has confounded even the most loyal National Enquirer readers for decades: How did a trashy supermarket tabloid come to influence our media and politics to the degree that it ultimately did? 
“Personally, I think you can trace it back to a single decision Enquirer founder, Gene Pope Jr.  made in the early ’70s, when many white Americans were flocking to the suburbs,” says Landsman. “Prior to that moment, readers typically got their news from the newsstands. But Pope had the foresight to see that was changing. Instead, he identified that the greatest captive audience of potential readers could be found at the supermarket.”
As the documentary illustrates, when Pope first considered selling the National Enquirer at supermarkets, magazine racks were not located at the front of the store near the checkout line. “They were relegated to some aisle near the greeting cards, or toothbrushes, or whatever,” Landsman explains. “But Pope recognized that the checkout line was an extremely valuable piece of real estate, so he bought it dirt cheap. That was perhaps his biggest stroke of genius, because to this day, those very same magazine racks are entirely filled with celebrity-news rags controlled by The Enquirer’s parent company, American Media Inc., from an eyeballs standpoint, that kind of visibility for those publications is unmatched and powerful."
According to Landsman, the magazine racks were specifically built so that the National Enquirer would be displayed at eye level, at the top of every checkout counter. “They were front and center, so whether you were intrigued or not by Liz Taylor, she was in your face while you were buying Cheerios. That’s why the covers and headlines took on such great importance. Even if you weren’t drawn to the Enquirer, you’ve probably looked at those racks thousands of times at the grocery store, and found yourself reading them whether you liked it or not.”

Reporters Bare All!
To bring the astonishing history of the National Enquirer to life, Landsman filmed numerous on-camera interviews with reporters, editors and staff members from the paper’s formative years. Their memories about interacting with Generoso Pope Jr., and their trenchant observations about the impact their work had on American culture, tell a remarkable story. 
“After Malcolm Balfour agreed to be interviewed, he called his pal David Wright, who was a renowned journalist prior to serving as senior reporter at the Enquirer,” says Landsman. “David’s the guy who basically made his way into a room with Idi Amin and saved the life of a British journalist who was being held against his will.”
Things snowballed from there. “I’d talk to one guy, and at the end of our conversation he’d offer to call someone else on my behalf. Then that person would take my call and put me in touch with another person who was vital to the story. Then she would respond to my email with contacts of her own. It went on and on like that for quite a while.” 
Not everyone who worked at the National Enquirer was eager to discuss their time at the tabloid, however. “Some just flat-out refused,” the director says. “A few of them had spoken about the Enquirer before and didn’t like the way it turned out. They approached me with tremendous suspicion and said that I’d need to pay them for their stories. I had to break it to them that we were not paying anybody for their involvement.”
Since Landsman’s goal was to interview the major figures from the early days of the National Enquirer, one name stood above all others. “Naturally, the person I wanted the most was Iain Calder, who was the first editor-in-chief of the paper. He was there at the dawn of the Enquirer, and could tell me what it was like to be in a room with Generoso Pope when the magazine was basically being invented. Iain helped orchestrate the takeover of the American supermarket, and he oversaw coverage of the deaths of Elvis Presley and John Belushi. In terms of storytelling, I knew we had to get him on camera for Scandalous. Luckily, he said yes!”
With Calder signed on to participate, Landsman turned his attention to arranging an interview with Steve Coz, the second legendary editor-in-chief of the National Enquirer. “Steve oversaw coverage of the O.J. Simpson trial and the death of Princess Diana, and he was right there when the paper transformed into a political machine.”
Landsman also managed to secure the participation of several women who were instrumental to the National Enquirer’s success, including Judith Regan and Shelley Ross. “I was particularly interested in them because they’d gone on to other careers, but still spoke glowingly about their time at the tabloid. They really cut their teeth as professionals at the Enquirer.”
One thing that Landsman discovered during his interviews was just how much most staffers from the early days of the Enquirer enjoyed their time at the paper. “It was the greatest job they’d ever had,” he says. “It was thrilling, and quite lucrative. They loved the money, the lifestyle, and the crazy party atmosphere, but they’re disgusted, collectively, by what it became.”
Considering the current controversies the paper is now embroiled in, it’s no surprise that few recent National Enquirer employees agreed to speak on camera with Landsman. “The closer I got to the present-day story, the more frightened people were of their nondisclosure agreements. There’s a demarcation line that begins pretty much the day David Pecker took over the paper. Very few people under his administration agreed to be a part of this film. But those who did really add a level of depth to the story.”

Ex-Journalists Caught on Film in Palatial Homes!
Rather than film his interviews in generic, nondescript settings, Landsman chose to highlight each subject’s unique personality by shooting them in visually striking locations. “I was inspired by Lauren Greenfield’s documentary The Queen of Versailles,” he says. “She chose these wonderfully over-the-top settings for her interviews that were evocative of the film’s theme, as opposed to simply putting her subjects in front of random backgrounds. So, when I had the opportunity to make Scandalous in a more cinematic way, I was very happy to enlist cinematographer, Michael Pessah, whose previous documentary work had a beautiful painterly quality. He and I talked a lot about wanting the settings to feel as grandiose as the Enquirer itself.” 
The goal was for these eye-catching settings to create tantalizing questions in the viewer’s mind. “My favorite films really play with my assumptions about things, and that’s what I set out to do with Scandalous. The settings we chose will make the audience wonder where we are. Is this someone’s home or office? What am I assuming about this person because of the palatial background?”
Landsman credits producer Jennifer Ash Rudick with helping to select the perfect environment for each interview. “In addition to her documentary work, Jennifer edits a series of really spectacular coffee table books about beautiful homes in places like Palm Beach and the Hamptons. She and I put our heads together and brainstormed the various locations you see in the film. Sometimes they were the subject’s actual home. For example, in the case of Iain Calder, that’s his dining room table. He lived on a golf course in Boca, so it was quite fitting. We wanted all of the locations to really fit the subjects.”
Pope Creates Powerful Drug!
For many viewers, Scandalous will serve as a bold introduction to the volatile figure of Generoso Pope Jr., whose questionable ethics and keen understanding of American consumerism helped shape the course of history. 
“I’m excited for the audience to meet Pope in this film,” says Landsman. “He’s someone who most Americans have probably never heard of, yet he affected all of our lives in profound ways. I see him as much more than just the man who created that trashy supermarket tabloid that once claimed aliens took over the Academy Awards. The truth is, he created a powerful drug when he founded the National Enquirer.” 
The fact that Pope — who studied engineering at MIT and had allegedly worked for the CIA doing psychological warfare — was a scion of New York’s most powerful Italian-American family made him even more interesting.  His father ran Il Progresso, the nation's largest Italian-American weekly and was deeply connected to very powerful figures in both politics and organized crime. “He’s quite the Don Corleone figure,” Landsman says. 

A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing Endorses Presidential Candidate!
Reflecting on his journey to document the spirited birth and troubling history of the National Enquirer, Landsman acknowledges the inherent complexity of the subject matter. “I think Scandalous is going to leave viewers with a complicated taste in their mouths, because it raises more questions than it answers. And that’s okay when it comes to the Enquirer, because the people who dedicated their lives to doing this kind of work are enigmatic folks who didn’t choose the traditional route for a reason. Yet I still believe that every single one of them, without a doubt, would do it again. It was the ride of their life.” 
In terms of its legacy, the National Enquirer has certainly left its mark on the media, for better or worse. As Scandalous makes abundantly clear, much of today’s clickbait journalism is traceable to the supermarket tabloid. “With the exception of perhaps The Economist, or some other dry publication like that, I don’t think there’s a mainstream magazine that has not been affected by tabloid journalism,” Landsman says. “There are lots of theories as to why that’s the case, but what I find most disturbing is that there are many people out there who can’t tell the difference.”
That inability to distinguish between fact, fiction and propaganda is one of the biggest issues that Scandalous addresses. “I hope viewers come away with a greater desire for media literacy. I’d like them to understand that the National Enquirer is not The New York Times or The Washington Post or The Wall Street Journal. In a way, it’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing. And sometimes it’s not even pretending not to be a wolf! When it features an endorsement of a president on the front page, that’s just the wolf itself.”

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS 

MARK LANDSMAN - Director

Mark Landsman is a Los Angeles-based independent filmmaker and executive producer

of award-winning documentary productions.

He is producer and director of the upcoming Magnolia Pictures / CNN Films feature

documentary, SCANDALOUS: THE UNTOLD STORY OF THE NATIONAL ENQUIRER, on the origin and evolution of The National Enquirer and its impact on American culture, media and politics. The film will be released in theaters in late 2019; and broadcast on CNN in early 2020.

He is producer and director of the award-winning feature documentary, THUNDER

SOUL, Executive Produced by Jamie Foxx, distributed by Roadside Attractions; broadcast

on Showtime and STARZ. The film garnered Audience Awards for Best Documentary at

SXSW, Hot Docs-Toronto, and L.A. Film Festival.; was nominated for an Independent

Spirit Award and The NAACP Image Award for Best Feature Documentary; and received

a 100% score on Rotten Tomatoes.

Mark has executive produced and directed numerous documentary projects for

television, including LOS JETS--a series on an all-Latino boys' high school soccer team in

rural North Carolina; Executive Produced by Jennifer and Lynda Lopez and Nuyorican

Productions for NUVOtv and HULU. He was a producer on the Emmy Award winning

documentary series, INTERVENTION (A&E Network), 30 DAYS (FX Network), and BIG

IDEAS FOR A SMALL PLANET (Sundance Channel). For MTV, he was a Co-EP and director

for CATFISH: THE UNTOLD STORIES.

Mark received an MFA in Film Direction from The American Film Institute (AFI), where

he wrote and directed several short films, including the comedic short, SKYLAB. The film

is part of the permanent collection at The Museum of the Moving Image in NYC.

He has taught documentary filmmaking through institutions and organizations including:

Bard College, Chapman University, The Jewish Museum of NYC, Seeds of Peace, and

Balkan Sunflowers.

AMY ENTELIS – Executive Producer

Amy Entelis is executive vice president for talent and content development for CNN Worldwide.  Under Entelis’ leadership, CNN Worldwide has launched four premium content brands: CNN Films, CNN Original Series, HLN Original Series, and CNN Films Presents.  As the head of talent development for CNN Worldwide, Entelis has shaped a renaissance at CNN, including initiating the hires of scores of television journalists, contributors, and commentators.   

Entelis has led the acquisition, production, or commission of more than 45 documentary feature and short films, including Mark Landsman’s SCANDALOUS.  Her other recent work includes the Emmy® Award-winning, Academy Award-nominated, BAFTA-nominated RBG, directed by Betsy West and Julie Cohen; APOLLO 11, directed by Todd Douglas Miller; LINDA RONSTADT: The Sound of My Voice, directed by Rob Epstein and Jeffrey Friedman; and, HALSTON, directed by Frédéric Tcheng.  Entelis has also led the development of more than 35 CNN Original Series, and more than a dozen HLN Original Series.  

Entelis’ film and series work at CNN has been honored with four Academy Award nominations, 84 Emmy Award nominations, with 26 wins; a George Foster Peabody Award; and an Alfred I. duPont-Columbia Award.   

During her 30-year tenure at ABC News, Entelis worked in various roles of increasing responsibility, including in production with 20/20 and World News Tonight with Peter Jennings, ultimately serving as senior vice president for talent strategy, development, and research.    

A graduate of Vassar College, Entelis received a Master of Science degree in journalism from Columbia University and serves as a member of the Board of Visitors of the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism.
COURTNEY SEXTON – Executive Producer

Courtney Sexton is senior vice president for CNN Films.  She is based in Los Angeles, California.  Sexton, who joined CNN in 2013, works day-to-day with filmmakers to supervise the production of documentary films for theatrical exhibition and distribution across CNN’s platforms.   

Since Sexton joined CNN Films, the team has acquired, produced, or commissioned more than 45 original feature and short films.    

Sexton is an executive producer for SCANDALOUS, and worked closely with director Mark Landsman during the multiyear collaboration for the production.  Her other recent work includes the Emmy® Award-winning, Academy Award- nominated, BAFTA-nominated RBG, directed by Betsy West and Julie Cohen; the Emmy® Award- nominated and BAFTA-nominated THREE IDENTICAL STRANGERS, directed by Tim Wardle; APOLLO 11, directed by Todd Douglas Miller; LINDA RONSTADT: The Sound of My Voice, directed by Rob Epstein and Jeffrey Friedman; HALSTON, directed by Frédéric Tcheng; and, LOVE, GILDA, directed by Lisa D’Apolito. 
Prior to joining CNN, Sexton worked for eight years as a development executive at Participant Media in documentary production.  Her projects there included the Academy Award®-winning AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH; the Academy Award®-nominated FOOD, Inc.; STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURE; PAGE ONE: Inside The New York Times, and more.

About MAGNOLIA PICTURES
The leading independent film distributor for nearly 20 years, Magnolia Pictures is the theatrical and home entertainment distribution arm of the Wagner/Cuban Companies. Recent releases include MIKE WALLACE IS HERE, a timely documentary on the legendary 60 Minutes newsman; TONI MORRISON: THE PIECES I AM, celebrating the life and career of the trailblazing literary icon; 2018 Cannes Palme d'Or winner and Oscar-nominated SHOPLIFTERS, from renowned Japanese director Hirokazu Kore-Eda; SUPPORT THE GIRLS, Andrew Bujalski’s critically lauded film starring New York Film Critics Circle Best Actress award winner Regina Hall; Box office sensation and Oscar-nominated RBG, award-winning filmmakers Betsy West and Julie Cohen’s documentary about the consequential life and legal legacy of Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg; Ruben Östlund’s 2017 Cannes Palme d'Or winner and Oscar-nominated THE SQUARE; and Raoul Peck and James Baldwin’s Oscar-nominated I AM NOT YOUR NEGRO. Upcoming releases include stranger-than-fiction Sundance award-winning documentary COLD CASE HAMMARSKJOLD; RAISE HELL: THE LIFE AND TIMES OF MOLLY IVINS, a new documentary about the trailblazing Texas journalist that world-premiered at the Sundance Film Festival and won the Festival Favorites Audience Award at SXSW; MISTER AMERICA, a new comedy starring Tim Heidecker and Gregg Turkington; Cannes Best Actress prize-winning sci-fi feature LITTLE JOE; CUNNINGHAM, director Alla Kovgan’s immersive documentary on visionary American choreographer Merce Cunningham; and Romanian crime thriller THE WHISTLERS, which world-premiered in competition at Cannes.

About THIS IS JUST A TEST MEDIA
This is Just a Test Media is a leading innovator of storytelling for every screen. TIJAT creates television, film, commercials, documentaries, and interactive content. In addition to the feature documentary "Scandalous", TIJAT’s current projects include the sixth season of the award-winning "I Am Jazz" on TLC, “Undercover Billionaire” on Discovery and "Sugar & Toys" on Fuse. Founded by Aengus James and Colin King Miller and based in downtown Los Angeles, TIJAT began and continues to operate as an experiment.  
About CNN FILMS
CNN Films produces and acquires documentary feature and short films for theatrical and festival exhibition and distribution across CNN’s multiple platforms.  Amy Entelis, executive vice president of talent and content development, oversees the strategy for CNN Films; Courtney Sexton, vice president for CNN Films, works day-to-day with filmmakers to oversee projects.  For more information about CNN Films, please visit www.CNN.com/CNNFilms and follow @CNNFilms via Twitter.  Recent acclaimed CNN Films include RBG, directed by Betsy West and Julie Cohen; LOVE, GILDA, directed by Lisa D’Apolito; American Jail, directed by Roger Ross Williams; Three Identical Strangers, directed by Tim Wardle; and APOLLO 11, and APOLLO 11: First Steps Edition, both directed by Todd Douglas Miller and currently in exhibition.  

About AGC STUDIOS
AGC Studios was founded and launched by Chairman and CEO Stuart Ford in February 2018 as a platform to develop, produce, finance and globally license a diverse portfolio of feature films, scripted, unscripted and factual television, digital and musical content from its dual headquarters in Los Angeles and London. The new studio’s Hollywood output has a wide-ranging multicultural focus, designed for exploitation across an array of global platforms including major studio partnerships, streaming platforms, traditional broadcast and cable television networks and independent distributors, both in the US and internationally.

AGC Studios is initially backed by three key strategic investors: Latin American private asset management firm MediaNet Partners; Image Nation Abu Dhabi, one of the leading media and entertainment companies in the Arabic-speaking world; and leading Silicon Valley entrepreneur and chairman of Fibonacci Films, Greg Clark. Chief Operating Officer Miguel Palos is also a stakeholder in and co-founder of the business with Ford.
AGC Studios has three principal operating subsidiaries covering production, distribution and finance. AGC Productions develops and produces a diverse multicultural slate of mainstream English language feature film and TV projects. Aside from traditional Hollywood output, dedicated sub-divisions within AGC Productions is focused on generating material for Latino and Urban audiences as well as music-driven IP. The television output will include scripted series, unscripted and reality projects, factual content and content specifically created for digital platforms. AGC International operates a substantial international film and television licensing and distribution platform, building on Ford and his management team’s lengthy track record at the forefront of licensing content to major studios, independent studios, broadcasters and streaming platforms globally. Finally, AGC Capital provides development, production and post-production financing to both AGC Productions’ output as well as to select third-party produced film and TV productions via a portfolio of equity, senior and mezzanine debt, soft money and bridge-capital financial products.
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