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SYNOPSIS

“It is important that this film be seen by as many people as possible, as it deals with an insidious form of censorship resulting from a ratings process that has been kept secret for more than 30 years.”






Kirby Dick
IFC Films is proud to present the IFC Original Documentary This Film Is Not Yet Rated, the breakthrough film from Oscar-nominated director Kirby Dick (Twist of Faith) is an unprecedented investigation into the MPAA film ratings system and its profound impact on American culture. 

The MPAA, a lobbying organization for the movie industry, maintains a ratings system first implemented in 1968 by longtime president Jack Valenti.  This system, with its age based content classification using letter grades G, PG, PG-13, R, and NC-17 (formerly X), has become a cultural icon.  But behind its simple façade is a censoring process kept entirely secret.  Board members are anonymous; deliberations are private; standards are seemingly arbitrary.  Thus, the trade organization for the largest media corporations in America also keeps a trademarked lock on content regulation over our most unique and popular art form.

This Film Is Not Yet Rated asks whether Hollywood movies and independent films are rated equally for comparable content; whether sexual content in gay-themed movies are given harsher ratings penalties than their heterosexual counterparts; whether it makes sense that extreme violence is given an R rating while sexuality is banished to the cutting room floor;  whether Hollywood studios receive detailed directions as to how to change an NC-17 film into an R while independent film producers are left guessing; and finally, whether keeping the raters and the rating process secret leave the MPAA entirely unaccountable for its decisions.

Filmmakers who speak candidly include John Waters (A Dirty Shame), Kevin Smith (Clerks), Matt Stone (South Park), Kimberly Peirce (Boys Don’t Cry), Atom Egoyan (Where the Truth Lies), Darren Aronofsky (Requiem for a Dream), Mary Harron (American Psycho), actress Maria Bello (The Cooler) and distributor Bingham Ray (co-founder, October Films and former President, United Artists). 

In This Film is Not Yet Rated, director Kirby Dick also examines the most controversial ratings decisions in recent history, as well as the MPAA’s efforts to protect copyright and control culture in the name of piracy and profit.  Ultimately, Dick tries to uncover Hollywood’s best-kept secret: the identities of the ratings board members themselves.  The result is a movie about movies unlike any other movie ever made.

PRESS QUOTES

“Irresistible…Kirby Dick's cunningly outraged documentary about the Motion Picture Association of America and its infamous, dogged ratings board is a movie that might just shake up the world of movies.”   Owen Gleiberman, ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY

“Hilarious…delves into the MPAA's mysterious methods, which the film demonstrates to be arbitrary, tendentious and Kafkaesque in their dark absurdism…ultimately reveals is what has come to stand for morality; a morality divested of all reason and humanity.”  Carina Chocano, LOS ANGELES TIMES

“Devastating”  Roger Ebert, CHICAGO SUN-TIMES

“Terrific…Kirby Dick's indispensable guerrilla attack on the film-ratings system gives Hollywood a swift, smart and hilarious kick in its institutional, hypocritical ass.” 

Peter Travers, ROLLING STONE

“Masterful”  TORONTO STAR

“Scabrous, provocative and highly entertaining - one of the most buzzed-about films at Sundance”   Scott Foundas, LA WEEKLY

“I've been waiting a long time to see a documentary like This Film Is Not Yet Rated, director Kirby Dick's riveting account of the inner workings of the secretive and corrupt Motion Picture Association of America and its incomprehensible - and often reprehensible - movie ratings system. For years now, I've nursed dark suspicions about this weirdly arbitrary, unfair system and its anonymous officers, its Opus Dei-like arrogance and paranoia - and about its deleterious effect on movie culture in particular, and American culture in general. The system is rotten and corrupt to the core, and thanks to Kirby Dick, we can all now see it plain.”   John Patterson, THE GUARDIAN – UK

“Kirby Dick’s scathing, hilarious documentary reveals the MPAA board for the hotbed of hypocrisy, double standards, and political deal making that it is.”   NEW YORK 

“Michael Moore stalking George Bush. Morgan Spurlock stalking a Big Mac. This year the gonzo documentary they’ll all be talking about is Kirby Dick hunting down and dragging, blinking, into the spotlight of publicity, America’s notoriously anonymous movie censors.”  Denis Seguin, LONDON TIMES

“Kirby Dick’s film is genius. It completely reveals the hypocrisy of the system, and pulls back the curtain to reveal a sacred set of lies that the industry’s “wizard” had been operating behind…it’s like ALL THE PRESIDENT’S MEN.”   AIN’T IT COOL NEWS
Bracing, hilarious…a landmark.  Todd McCarthy, VARIETY 
PRODUCTION NOTES

From Sick to Derrida, to the Oscar-nominated Twist of Faith, Kirby Dick has always made independent films.  

Over the last 15 years, Dick has closely followed the motion picture ratings system.  He has been struck by how many major filmmakers have had their visions censored by the ratings board, which is part of the MPAA, or Motion Picture Association of America, the trade organization of the six major film studios that control more than 95% of the U.S. film business. 

Filmmakers, academics, and critics have made numerous attempts to encourage the ratings system, which operates behind closed doors, to change.  But the MPAA has been entirely unresponsive.  “I felt it was time to step forward and examine a secretive process that impacts the entire culture,” says Dick.

So Dick and his longtime producer Eddie Schmidt developed a project that would do just that.  But they were surprised to find that many financiers, even those known for producing edgy films, were reluctant to back something critical of an institution supported by the major studios.  Eventually, the documentary found an enthusiastic home at IFC.  “I have to give IFC, especially Alison Bourke and Evan Shapiro, a lot of credit,” says Dick.  “They always understood what we wanted to do, and they put their full support behind it."

Dick, together with Schmidt, had previously tackled another secretive, powerful organization - the Catholic Church - with their Oscar-nominated Twist of Faith.  When they teamed up again to take on the film industry’s sacred cow, they knew they could not investigate the MPAA alone.   So they came up with an inspired and cinematic narrative device to help them: a private investigator.

The filmmakers chose Becky Altringer of Ariel Investigations, located an hour outside of Los Angeles.  Becky runs her agency with her partner, Cheryl.  Cheryl’s daughter, Lindsey, is Becky’s junior PI out in the field.  

“We chose Becky because she is extremely likable and really good at what she does,” Schmidt says. “She’s so friendly and approachable, she could be your neighbor.  No one would expect her to be a PI.”

Becky and Lindsey began their investigation staking out the MPAA for several weeks.  They logged the license plates of every car that entered and exited the building.  They followed suspected raters to lunch and listened in on their conversations for clues.  

Eventually, the investigation became frustrating.  After many weeks, they still had not cracked the case.  Some of the suspected raters turned out to be administrators in the ratings department.  And others remained unconfirmed.

While the PIs worked diligently, Dick and Schmidt pursued filmmakers who had first-hand experiences with the MPAA’s often arbitrary and clandestine ratings system.  Dick knew he would not have a problem finding stories.  The challenge was getting filmmakers to speak on camera.  Many, even the ones whose films had been rated 
harshly, refused to talk because they were afraid their future projects would be penalized.

“Not only were these filmmakers being censored, but they were censoring themselves from discussing censorship. And their fears are legitimate.”

Through persistence, Dick and Schmidt managed to get an array of renowned filmmakers to share their stories on camera.  

South Park producer Matt Stone shared personal stories about the preferential treatment the MPAA gives studio films versus independent films.  Actor Maria Bello (The Cooler) said she felt the MPAA notoriously comes down on scenes depicting tender sexuality, but it has no compunction about allowing the most brutal violence.  Jamie Babbit, director of But I’m a Cheerleader, told Dick she felt discriminated against by the MPAA for making a film about gay teenagers.  

The one thing all of these filmmakers’ stories had in common was the extreme secrecy they encountered when dealing with the ratings system, a process largely unchanged since longtime MPAA president Jack Valenti instituted it back in 1968.

“As I looked deeper into the system, there were two characteristics that stood out,” Dick explains, “its secrecy and the way it has been sold to the public as a defender of parental protection.  But if you look at Jack Valenti’s past, it all makes sense.  He comes from advertising, so that’s where the spin comes from.  And he was a politician in Washington, and that explains the secrecy.”

Beyond ratings and content, This Film Is Not Yet Rated examines the MPAA’s lobbying efforts in Washington to enforce stringent penalties against the sharing of digital information, even non-profit and academic. Author Lawrence Lessig, Free Culture, discussed the profit-motives behind the MPAA’s crusade against copyright infringement.  He explained how this war on “piracy” ultimately inhibits creativity and free speech.   

While these powerful interviews were shot and put in the can, Becky, Cheryl and Lindsey continued their investigation.  Eventually, Becky tracked down several ex-movie raters.  When Dick and Schmidt contacted them, all except for two were afraid to speak to them.

One former rater who was willing to go on camera told Dick that the raters are forced to sign confidentiality agreements.  He also said the raters receive no training and no guidelines.  There are no experts on the board, only what Valenti calls “average American parents.”

Becky and Lindsey’s persistence eventually paid off – with unprecedented results.  They uncovered the names of the current raters, something no news organization had been able to do for more than 30 years.

“Becky is very skilled at what the PI world calls ‘pre-texting,’” explains Dick.  “She was able to call the MPAA and get an unsuspecting receptionist to confirm information.  She performed nighttime raids of people’s trash, where she found some unbelievable things, things no one has ever seen before that reveal the process up-close.”

But Dick’s investigation was not over yet.  He knew the only way to really get inside the ratings system and understand what his fellow filmmakers experienced was to submit his own film - the very film he was making about the ratings process - for a rating.

“This was the most difficult film I have ever made,” says Dick.  “It’s hard enough to make a documentary, and it’s even harder to make one about a subject who doesn’t know they are the subject.  And then, we submitted the film to the subject and continued to shoot the film.  It was a challenge.”

The ratings board gave the film an NC-17 for some graphic sexual content.  “I would have done anything to have been inside that room when the raters watched a film about themselves,” Dick says.

“I think they had their ‘Eternal Sunshine’ moment, when life folds in on itself,” adds Schmidt.  “The ultimate voyeurs watching a film about themselves, the ultimate voyeurs.”

But when Dick tried to determine exactly how his film received its NC-17, the MPAA’s notes were just as oblique and arbitrary as they were for Dick’s peers.  When Dick realized he very well might end up cutting crucial portions of his film in order to guess what the MPAA objected to, he opted to appeal the rating – a decision that supplies the film its powerful and perhaps poetic ending.

This Film Is Not Yet Rated is a fascinating overview of how American culture has been irreparably altered by this institution, and its 38-year dominance of regulatory standards over film content. This eye-opening documentary is poised to spark heated debates about freedom of speech that could not come at a more opportune time in this country’s history.

“If you want to keep the ratings system free from influence,” said Dick, “keep it open, for all to see. That’s essential in a democracy.”

KIRBY DICK Q&A

What made you want to make a movie about the Motion Picture of America’s (MPAA) film ratings system?

As an independent filmmaker, for many years I’ve paid close attention to how the MPAA unfairly rates independent and foreign films.  I wanted to do something to help change this, and making a film seemed the best way.  But since the ratings system is so secret, I wasn’t sure how to do anything other than an historical overview.  Then, when my producer, Eddie Schmidt, and I hit upon the idea of hiring a private investigator, I realized I could make a film with a dramatic hook that also would break through the secrecy.  

Why is it so irritating to you that the names of the raters are kept a secret? 

The raters are doing an important job, and the public is entitled to know who they are.  The MPAA claims that their names are kept secret to protect them from influence.  But there are many people who make important decisions - judges, school board officials – who are publicly known.  When everything is out in the open, it’s harder for improper influence to happen because the public can find out.  What people don’t realize is that the only people who know the raters are people in the studios.  Each studio has a postproduction supervisor, whose job it is to guide the studio’s films through the ratings process.  These post supervisors develop longstanding relationships with the board, and one knows what kind of influence is taking place, or what kind of deals are being made.  

What about the ratings system to you find so upsetting?

There is a built in conflict of interest.  The MPAA, which pays the raters, is the trade organization and lobbying arm for the six major studios.  In essence, the raters work for the studios, and the studios reap the benefits.  Their films, which tend to have more violent content, get less restrictive ratings and therefore reach a larger portion of the teenage audience, which is so important to them.   On the other hand, their competition, independent and foreign films, which tend to make films for adult audiences, get rated more harshly for adult sexual content. The MPAA does this in the name of “protecting the children” even though nearly every expert in the world believes exposure to violent media is much more damaging to children then exposure to sexual media.  It’s the opposite in Western Europe, where the ratings systems are much more concerned about violence than sex. 

Why are these raters the wrong people to be making these decisions?

To begin with, they’re not hired for their expertise.  There are only three qualifications to be an MPAA rater: they must be a parent, live in Los Angeles area, and not work in the film business.  That is woefully inadequate.  It’s a complex job to watch and assess three films a day. The ratings board needs 
people who are child psychologists and media experts on it.  In fact, most of the ratings boards in Europe include those specialists.  Jack Valenti has opposed the inclusion experts on the board. Why?  Because people who have experience and stature are harder to control. 

What do you think makes a film likely to receive an NC-17?

Very rarely does a film get an NC-17 for violence. It’s much more common that a film receives an NC-17 for sex.  The film raters actually count the number of thrusts in a sex scene.  If there are more than three visible hip thrusts the film risks getting an NC-17.  It’s amazing that people are actually paid to do this.  More troubling, however, is that films with gay or lesbian sexuality are rated more strictly than film about straight sexuality.  After our film premiered at Sundance, Kori Bernard, the spokesperson for the MPAA, was asked about this bias.  She replied: “We don’t set the standards. We just reflect them,” which I found very revealing.  What if this society’s standards were racist? Would the MPAA rate films about African-Americans more strictly?  What if the standards were anti-Semitic? Would they rate films about Jews more harshly? Her response was a tacit admission that a homophobic bias is built into the ratings system. 

Why is an NC-17 so feared?

There are many theater chains that won’t play NC-17 films. Many video-chains won’t stock them and certain newspapers won’t advertise them. There are restrictions on television advertising as well. “A Dirty Shame,” by John Waters, was really hurt by its NC-17 rating, even though no sex was actually shown.  Perhaps most damaging to a film is the stigma associated with an NC-17 rating – the film is suddenly considered sensational, even pornographic, anything but a “serious” art film.  That stigma discourages mainstream independent and art audiences from attending, audiences that are essential to the success of these films.

How is the current ratings system a form of censorship?

The MPAA says it doesn’t censor films.  But they do give a rating to a film that restricts its distribution, based on its content.   I consider that a form of censorship.   And I think that has serious consequences for the art form.  One of the reasons so many American sex scenes look the same is that filmmakers block and compose these scenes so they can get an R rating.  Sex scenes from foreign films don’t have that artificial restriction, and consequently there is much more experimentation.  If you look at the sex scenes in Bertolucci’s “The Dreamers,” they seem quite original and beautiful.  It’s because he’s a great filmmaker, of course, but it’s also because he wasn’t constrained by a prudish ratings system. 

What’s the bigger question about corporate America that the film raises?

The bigger issue is about media consolidation.  In this country, fewer and more powerful corporations control more and more media outlets. This severely limits the range of independent and alternative voices that you need for either a democracy, or an art form such as film, to thrive. In fact, this film was almost a victim of this media consolidation.   When we were looking for funding, several companies wanted to make the project but couldn’t because they were too closely associated with MPAA companies.  So we’re very grateful to IFC and to Evan Shapiro and Alison Bourke, the executive producers of the film, who took a chance on it and have been incredibly supportive ever since. 

You chose to include “Gunner Palace.”  The film’s co-director, Michael Tucker, brings up a fascinating point about whether film ratings should apply to reality. Do you think documentaries should be subjected to the ratings system?

I included Gunner Palace because I wanted to show that the ratings system also restricts political content.  Gunner Palace is one of the first films that documented the experiences of the soldiers in Iraq, and Michael had promised these soldiers that he would show what they were going through exactly as it happened.   He captured footage of soldiers involved in firefights.  Naturally, when they were getting shot at, the soldiers swore.  But the MPAA insisted that, in order for the film to get a PG-13, he would have to remove nearly all the profanity in the film – in other words, to sugar coat reality.  I found this appalling – that adolescents who are 15 years old cannot see what war is really like, even though in a couple of years they may be fighting in Iraq.

Didn’t Gunner Palace go out with a PG-13 rating?

The ratings board gave it an R rating, which it refused to change.  The appeals board overturned the rating and gave it a PG-13 – which was very unusual since the appeals board usually upholds the ratings board's decision.  I think voted to overturn they because Michael Tucker is a charismatic speaker and was able to sway them.  Most directors aren’t as charismatic, and a director shouldn’t have to be a powerful speaker for his or her film to get the rating it deserves. 

Why is it insidious there are clergymen on the appeals board?

Well, as Martin Garbus, a first amendment attorney (who represented Lenny Bruce and many other clients) observed, whenever there are clergy in a room a moral tone prevails, particularly in discussions about sex.  That moral tone can cloud an objective evaluation of a film’s rating, which is the job of the appeals board. 

Were you surprised to find out that the appeals board was made up of members of the film industry? 

I was surprised, but I was even more surprised that almost no one in the film industry knew about this.  At Sundance, people were shocked to find out that their friends or colleagues, who they’d known for years, were on the appeals board.  No one knows what actually goes on during an appeal. It’s true a board member must recuse him or her self if a film from their company is up for appeal, but that doesn’t prevent a quid pro quo taking place between board members from two different companies - something along the lines of: “I’ll let your film get a less restrictive rating if you do the same to for mine”.  These kinds of things go on in business all the time, so we shouldn’t be surprised if it happens on this board. 

Are you worried about getting sued?

Well, everything we did was legal.  But the MPAA is quite powerful and they certainly have the means to sue me and make my life miserable.  I’m more concerned about how they might rate my next film.  Certainly many of the independent filmmakers I interviewed were very afraid about that. This kind of paranoia is very damaging to any art form.   Fear is a way of keeping control, and in an industry where one person can greenlight a film that might make your career, people have a real reason to be afraid.

Do you know of any changes at the MPAA that have happened as a result of your film?

Not yet.  I’ve heard Dan Glickman, the current president of the MPAA, is a much different kind of person that Jack Valenti, and so I hope he will be open to change.  However, the present system benefits the MPAA so much they might try to keep things as they are.  I’m currently in the process of talking to a number of people in the independent film industry to develop a campaign to change the rating system.  We want to lobby them directly and to set up a broader campaign among filmmakers and film audiences.

As a filmmaker and a parent, what alternative to the current system would you propose?

First, the process should be transparent.  We have a right to know how the process works and who the raters are.  In Western Europe, none of the raters’ names are kept secret.  Secondly, there should published written guidelines, professionally determined, that the board uses to rate films.  Thirdly, the raters should be trained.  Right now they are just hired and begin rating without any training at all.  The board should be professionalized, and include child psychologists and media experts.  Finally, NC-17 should only be used for pornography, and there should be a rating between R and NC-17 that allows filmmakers to distribute films to adult audiences without having to cut them.

What did you learn during the making of the film that most surprised you?

I was surprised by how Kafka-esque the appeals board was.  When you appeal your film, you can’t refer to other films, that is, you can’t use precedent, which is the primary standard any appeals board uses to make its decision. You can’t even attend with the attorney of your choice, even though an MPAA attorney is chairing the appeal.  

What was the most fun about making the movie?

It was a blast working with a private investigator, and as a PI Becky was absolutely stellar.  Also, it was fortunate for the film that she was lesbian, because her presence in the film personalizes society’s bias against homosexuality, a bias the MPAA has helped to perpetuate.  In many ways I think Becky is one of the most interesting and unusual PIs in film history. 

FILMMAKER BIOGRAPHIES

Kirby Dick - Director

Kirby Dick’s recent documentary, Twist of Faith, about a man who confronts the trauma of past sexual abuse by a Catholic priest, debuted in competition at the 2005 Sundance Film Festival and was nominated for an Academy Award for Best Documentary Feature.  Dick’s previous film Derrida, a complex portrait of the world-renowned French philosopher, premiered at the 2002 Sundance Film Festival, won the Golden Gate Award at the San Francisco Film Festival and was released theatrically.  The prior year, Dick directed the innovative Chain Camera, a portrait of contemporary urban teenage life, which also premiered in competition at the Sundance Film Festival.  In 1997, he directed the internationally acclaimed Sick:  The Life & Death of Bob Flanagan, Supermasochist, which won the Special Jury Prize at the Sundance Film Festival and the Grand Prize at the Los Angeles Film Festival.  Released by Lion’s Gate Films, the film earned both an IFP/West Spirit Award Nomination and an International Documentary Association Nomination for Best Feature Documentary of 1998.  

Eddie Schmidt - Producer

Eddie Schmidt produced Kirby Dick’s Oscar-nominated, Amnesty International award-winning documentary Twist of Faith as well as Dick’s acclaimed teenage mosaic, Chain Camera. Schmidt also produced the explosive musical documentary Showgirls: Glitz & Angst for HBO’s “America Undercover,” and the powerfully intimate hospice chronicle The End, which premiered at the 2004 South by Southwest (SXSW) Film Festival, for HBO/Cinemax’s Reel Life.  Other work includes producing stints on TV’s Blind Date and The Competition, as well as creating and producing original DVD content for films such as Boogie Nights and Se7en. Schmidt has been a contributor to National Public Radio’s popular series This American Life and he co-authored the book, The Finger: A Comprehensive Guide To Flipping Off.

About Netflix

IFC and Netflix have formed a production partnership for a slate of series and documentaries for the next two years.  Netflix serves as associate producer on these projects. This Film Is Not Yet Rated is one of the 10 titles included in this partnership.   
Netflix is the world’s largest online movie rental service, providing more than 3.5 million subscribers access to over 55,000 DVD titles. Under the company’s most popular program, for $17.99 a month, Netflix subscribers rent as many DVDs as they want and keep them as long as they want, with three movies out at a time. There are no due dates, no late fees and no shipping fees. DVDs are delivered for free by the USPS from regional shipping centers located throughout the United States. Netflix can reach more than 90 percent of its subscribers with one business-day delivery.  For more information, visit www.netflix.com.  
About ka-chew! – Animated Graphics
ka-chew! is a ‘creative content’ company, which has become an industry-leading resource for live action, design, and animation.  From branding and identity to show packaging and launch campaigns, ka-chew! provides the strategic and creative tools to capture the individual essence of a brand in a unique way.  Whether a project involves live action, design, 2D, CG, or mixed media, ka-chew!’s highly experienced, multi-disciplined team combines great storytelling with targeted messaging.   ka-chew!'s parent company is Klasky Csupo, Inc.   

About IFC Television

The Independent Film Channel (IFC) is the first and most widely distributed network dedicated to independent film 24 hours a day, uncut, uncensored and commercial-free. 

The network is part of IFC Companies -- the only brand to operate in every area of independent film to include television, production, financing, distribution, digital, on-demand and exhibition.  IFC Companies uses its unique cross-platform position to broaden the audience of independent film and to provide independent filmmakers with a strong voice. IFC Companies is a division of Rainbow Media Holdings, LLC.

About IFC Films

IFC Films is a leading theatrical film distribution company bringing the best of independent and specialized films to theaters.  IFC Films releases approximately 10 films per year, building its slate of titles from an aggressive acquisitions program and selected in-house productions.  IFC Films is part of IFC Entertainment, which also consists of IFC Productions, InDigEnt (a digital production arm) the new IFC Center in Greenwich Village, and the new day and date label, IFC First Take.
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