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SYNOPSIS
In the summer of 1968 television news changed forever. Dead last in the ratings, ABC hired two towering public intellectuals to debate each other during the Democratic and Republican national conventions. William F. Buckley Jr. was a leading light of the new conservative movement. A Democrat and cousin to Jackie Onassis, Gore Vidal was a leftist novelist and polemicist. Armed with deep-seated distrust and enmity, Vidal and Buckley believed each other’s political ideologies were dangerous for America. Like rounds in a heavyweight battle, they pummeled out policy and personal insult—their explosive exchanges devolving into vitriolic name-calling. Live and unscripted, they kept viewers riveted. Ratings for ABC News skyrocketed. And a new era in public discourse was born.

Directed with consummate skill by filmmakers Robert Gordon and Academy Award-winning Sundance Film Festival alum Morgan Neville (Twenty Feet From Stardom), Best of Enemies unleashes a highbrow blood sport that marked the dawn of pundit television as we know it today.

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENTS

Morgan Neville

Five years ago, I got a call from Robert Gordon a good friend and occasional collaborator, telling me about some amazing footage he’d seen of Gore Vidal and William F. Buckley debating each other on television in 1968.  Did I want to see it? 
Although I am known for making documentaries about music and other cultural subjects, I love politics. In fact, my first job was working at The Nation Magazine, where I ended up doing fact checking for Gore Vidal on the essays he was writing for the magazine. I would call him on the phone in his home in Ravello, Italy (this was before the internet), and tell him that he’s gotten certain very small details wrong. 

It was not fun.  

Robert and I grew excited by the possibilities of a film and began shooting interviews sporadically between other jobs. Soon this project turned into a labor of love, which is often code for a lack of funding, but it was one of those great projects where the ideas, character and stories all kept deepening. Most of all it spoke to the role of media in the culture of politics, something that Robert and I, both former journalists, are passionate about. 

We ended up interviewing Gore for this film in 2010, about a year and a half before he died. I did not remind him of our previous encounters.  He was in some pain and moved slowly in a wheelchair, but had not softened. “I had my rage to keep me warm,” he told us recounting his days as a soldier in the Aleutian Islands.  Asking him about Buckley seemed another form of torture; akin to telling him he’d gotten facts incorrect.  We decided not to use the interview. 

We knew from the start that we did not want to take sides. This is not a film about who wins the argument. It’s a film about how we argue. Ultimately, this is a story about something I care about deeply; how the way we now “talk” and “listen” to each other through media is in fact corrosive to our society.  Sometimes I look around and wonder, “What happened to the adults in our culture?” This film, I hope, offers some clues. 

–– Morgan Neville, Los Angeles

Robert Gordon

I was intimidated to enter the world of Gore Vidal and William F. Buckley. Their east coast WASP confidence, their easy command of the classics, the masterful rhetoric—it makes a southern boy feel so unschooled.
I was a kid during their 1968 tête-à-tête offensives. Bill Buckley’s Firing Line was broadcast on Sunday mornings, what we watched when there were no cartoons and only preachers. A master of the medium—he engaged children with his mannerisms and adults with his ideas. Vidal was a man of the left, his historical novels lining all modern home libraries; apart from the movement but also a part of it, he was the nation’s historian, and also its augur. 
Decades later, in 2010, my friend Tom Graves obtained a bootlegged copy of their 1968 debates and he screened them at a museum. The audience stayed long after the last image, parsing the performances and the issues. No one today speaks like these men, but their confrontations ring so contemporary. In the focused light of the 1968 national television camera, the seeds are planted for our present media landscape, when the spectacle trumps the content of argument. Each side today, like these two men, sees the other as malignant, promulgating views catastrophic for America; strident partisanship is virile patriotism and compromise is castration. These Vidal-Buckley debates forecast the present state of civic discourse, when heated and abbreviated by camera lights and corporate sponsors. 

While most of my prior films and books have been about music, I’ve always pursued characters and their social context—how musicians were shaped by their racial, social and economic situations. A great part of this film’s initial attraction was the depth and breadth of these two huge characters, and of their luxurious language. Their sense of theater makes their knowledge entertaining, and their enmity sizzles like a fireworks fuse. What’s more exciting than waiting for the acrobat to falter, the car to crash, the anger to overwhelm, the curse to shatter the prose?
 –– Robert Gordon, Memphis

ABOUT THE SUBJECTS

William F. Buckley, Jr.

William F. Buckley, Jr. was a pillar of the modern conservative movement. He founded National Review magazine in 1955, and under his editorial direction it quickly became the brain trust of the political right. His newspaper column, “On the Right,” was widely syndicated for four decades. William F. Buckley’s style of conservatism reached its greatest expression with the Reagan presidency.

Buckley was an early appreciator of television’s reach and hosted his own popular interview program Firing Line for over 30 years. He was both magnetic and provocative, with guests from across the arts and political spectrum. He reached a broad audience, and his quirky mannerisms were as celebrated as his sesquipedalian vocabulary.

He coalesced a conservative movement based on traditional Christian thought, a social tendency toward the Libertarian, and laissez-faire economic theory. He was, however, an early “big government conservative,” recognizing the need for a large military during the Cold War, and accepting its ramifications. In his personal life, Buckley was a practicing Roman Catholic who rejected Vatican II and attended a Latin mass. Throughout his life, Buckley was not afraid to rethink his ideas, welcoming integration after initially arguing against it and, later in life, opposing the Iraq War after supporting it.

Bill Buckley came to national renown with his first book, God and Man at Yale, published in 1951 when he was 25. He criticized the liberal bent at his alma mater, arguing for a stronger basis in Christianity. He wrote over 50 books, including a series of popular espionage novels. He died in 2008 at age 82.

Gore Vidal

Writer Gore Vidal was an iconoclast, smashing gender and political preconceptions in books, theater, essays, movies and political campaigns. Always outside society’s mainstream, in 1948 he shocked even the literati with his third novel, The City and the Pillar, which featured an unapologetic homosexual relationship. Two decades later, his Myra Breckinridge, a paean to pansexuality, shocked the nation and sold millions of copies. On Broadway, in his 1960 play The Best Man, he wrote with biting insight about the deception of America’s political conventions. The play was made into an Academy Award-nominated movie and revived on Broadway in 2001 and 2012, winning major awards both times.

In his childhood, Vidal read to his blind grandfather T. P. Gore, who was serving in Washington DC as the first senator from Oklahoma. Gore ran for political office in 1960 and 1982, an underdog in both races and losing each time. His seven-book US history novel series, including Burr and Lincoln, has been called the biography of our nation. He was a step-brother to Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy and a White House regular until a row with Bobby Kennedy limited his access.

Traditionally associated with Democrat liberals, Vidal was vociferous in his criticism of both parties, in later years finding little to differentiate the two. A longtime political commentator, Vidal died in 2012 at age 86, saying not long before his death, “If you cut me open, there is ice water in my veins.”

INTERVIEW SUBJECTS 

Eric Alterman (former MSNBC, The Nation, Professor of English and Journalism at Brooklyn College)

Ginia Bellafante (New York Times)

Linda Bridges (Buckley’s former Executive Assistant)

Reid Buckley (Brother of William F. Buckley Jr., Writer, founder of The Buckley School of Public Speaking)

Dick Cavett (Host of “The Dick Cavett Show” on ABC)

Lee Edwards (Head of heritage foundation)

Todd Gitlin (Journalism & Sociology Chair, Columbia University, Author)

Brooke Gladstone (NPR “On The Media”)

Christopher Lehmann‐Haupt (New York Times)

Christopher Hitchens (deceased, Vanity Fair, New Statesman, The Nation)

Fred Kaplan (Gore Vidal biographer)

John McWhorter (Linguist and Commentator, The New Republic)

George Merlis (ABC Publicist at the 1968 conventions)

Frank Rich (New York Times, New York Magazine)

William Sheehan (Former President of ABC News)

Andrew Sullivan (Former editor of New Republic, Blog - The Dish)

Sam Tanenhaus (Longtime editor of NY Times Book Review and Sunday Opinion. Buckley biographer)

Matt Tyrnauer (Vanity Fair, Editor for Gore Vidal)

Richard Wald (former head of NBC News and former Vice President at ABC News)

James Wolcott (Vanity Fair)

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS

Morgan Neville - Director / Producer

Morgan Neville is an Academy Award-winning documentary filmmaker. His last feature Twenty Feet from Stardom was the opening night film at the 2013 Sundance Film Festival and went on to win numerous awards, including the 2014 Academy Award. Neville has made a series of films about musical subjects including Troubadours, Search and Destroy and three Grammy-nominated films: Respect Yourself: The Stax Records Story, Muddy Waters Can’t Be Satisfied, and Johnny Cash’s America. His non-music films include The Cool School, Steinbeck and Shotgun Freeway: Drives Thru Lost L.A. Neville has also produced many documentaries, including Pearl Jam 20, Crossfire Hurricane and Beauty is Embarrassing.
Robert Gordon - Director / Producer
Robert Gordon is a Grammy Award-winning writer and filmmaker. His work has focused on the American south – its music, art and politics. His films include William Eggleston’s Stranded in Canton, Respect Yourself: The Stax Records Story, and the verité shocker, Very Extremely Dangerous. His work has been broadcast on PBS, A&E, and numerous international networks, and has been exhibited at the Whitney, LACMA, Haus Der Kunst (Munich) and many other museums the world round. His first book was “It Came From Memphis” and his latest is “Respect Yourself: Stax Records and the Soul Explosion.”
Julie Goldman - Producer
Julie Goldman is an Emmy Award-winning producer of documentary feature films. Recent films include The Kill Team and Art and Craft, both Oscar shortlisted for 2015.  She produced several acclaimed films which premiered in recent years in the U.S. Documentary Competition at Sundance: Gideon’s Army; Manhunt; the Oscar shortlisted God Loves Uganda; Participant Media’s A Place at the Table; the Oscar shortlisted Ai Weiwei: Never Sorry and Buck, winner of the Sundance Documentary Audience Award, shortlisted for an Academy Award and one of 2011’s top five grossing documentaries. Julie consulted on the Academy Award-winning The Cove and produced the Oscar shortlisted Sergio.
Caryn Capotosto – Co-Producer 
Caryn Capotosto was the Associate Producer on the Academy Award-winning documentary, 20 Feet From Stardom. Her contributions to both feature film and commercial projects include the 2012 Rolling Stones documentary, Crossfire Hurricane, The Pacific Standard Time Archive Project for the Getty Foundation in 2012, and short videos for Barbra Streisand's 2014 album, Partners. Independently she has produced several feature documentaries including Chasing Beauty (2013) and Filmage: The Story of Descendents / ALL (2014). Upcoming projects include The Sound of Silk, a documentary about the world-renowned cellist Yo-Yo Ma and The Silk Road Ensemble.
Eileen Meyer - Associate Producer / Editor
Eileen Meyer is a freelance film editor and producer whose work includes: Rehearsing a Dream (Oscar Nominated 2007, Best Documentary Short), Locks of Love: The Kindest Cut (HBO), Coming Out Stories (LOGO) and The First 48 (A&E). She has edited several feature films, Woman's Picture and Only Child, in addition to many short films, documentaries and web series' including an Emmy Award-winning web series for MTV ($5 Cover Amplified). She was the editor of a short film, The Thing that premiered at the Sundance Film Festival in 2012.
Aaron Wickenden – Editor
Aaron Wickenden is an Emmy-nominated filmmaker whose recent accomplishments include: The Trials of Muhammad Ali, Finding Vivian Maier, The Interrupters. Previously, he Co-Produced and Co-Edited Steve James’ award-winning documentary At the Death House Door for Kartemquin Films and IFC, and was Associate Editor on The War Tapes which won Best Documentary at the 2006 Tribeca Film Festival. Both projects were shortlisted for the Documentary Academy Award. He recently released his directorial debut for Kartemquin Films titled Almost There.
Jonathan Kirkscey – Composer
Jonathan Kirkscey is an arranger, cellist, and guitarist who regularly performs with the Memphis Symphony Orchestra, rock bands Glorie and Mouserocket, and String Theory, a classical/rock/soul fusion group. He has scored many feature films, documentaries, shorts and commercial videos. Features include Mike Mccarthy's "Cigarette Girl," True South Studios' sequel to their documentary "Two Million Minutes,"  "The Poor and Hungry" by Craig Brewer, and "Only Child" from director Brian Pera.  As an arranger and performer he has worked with Cat Power, Al Green, Ra Ra Riot, Smokey Robinson, Johnny Mathis, Steve Jordan, Daniel Johnston and many others.
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