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BOBBY FISCHER AGAINST THE WORLD TRACES THE LIFE OF TROUBLED 
CHESS GENIUS FROM BRILLIANT OPENING TO SHOCKING ENDGAME  

 

Directed by Academy Award® Nominee and  
Emmy® Winner Liz Garbus 

 

 In 1958, 14-year-old Robert James “Bobby” Fischer stunned the chess 

world by becoming the youngest Grand Master in history, launching a career that 

would make him a legend.  Over the next decade and a half, his breathtaking rise 

to the top echelon of the game riveted the world and inspired an international 

chess phenomenon.  Then, at the apex of his success, Fischer disappeared from 

the public eye.  The revealing new documentary, BOBBY FISCHER AGAINST 

THE WORLD, chronicles Fischer’s meteoric rise as well as his shocking 

withdrawal from competition and the madness that devastated much of his life. 

 Directed by Academy Award® nominee and Emmy® winner Liz Garbus 

(HBO’s “Coma” and “Shouting Fire: Stories From The Edge of Free Speech”), 

BOBBY FISCHER AGAINST THE WORLD explores the complex life of the 

troubled genius whose charisma and talent spurred a worldwide fascination with 

the “game of kings.”  Fischer’s evolution from his childhood to chess prodigy, 

global superstar, angry recluse and finally fugitive from the law is a spellbinding 

story of the making and unmaking of an American icon.   

 Fischer’s extreme dedication and obsession with chess was often likened to 

Muhammad Ali’s passion for boxing.  Raised in a Brooklyn, New York apartment, 

he overcame an unconventional and somewhat difficult childhood by teaching 

himself to play the game of chess at age 6.  While his brilliant but distracted single 

mother, Regina, was pursuing her passion for Communist politics, the 8-year-old 

Fischer was regularly playing - and beating - adults with decades more experience.  



 “Chess is like my alter ego,” Fischer once told a journalist.  As he rose in the 

ranks of players, his obsession with winning and lack of social finesse sparked talk 

about Fischer:  he was called a prima donna, eccentric, paranoid, even “the most 

arrogant man in the world,” but no one could argue with his supremacy at the table. 

 To tell Fischer’s astonishing story, the film weaves together news clips 

dating from the 1950s to the 2000s, photographs and letters (many never made 

public before) and exclusive interviews with friends, fans and colleagues for an 

unprecedented look at the man behind the headlines. Interviewees include chess 

champions Gary Kasparov, Susan Polgar, Sam Sloan and Dr. Anthony Saidy, 

authors David Edmonds and Malcolm Gladwell, as well as talk show host Dick 

Cavett, Fischer’s personal attorney Paul Marshall and photojournalist Harry 

Benson, who was granted unfettered access to Fischer as he trained for the 1972 

championship.  Garbus also uses a wealth of archival footage to enable Fischer to 

tell his story in his own words, creating a searing portrait of a brilliant but elusive 

man whose life was shattered by obsession and mental instability.   

 BOBBY FISCHER AGAINST THE WORLD focuses extensively on the 

thrilling 1972 World Championship match between Fischer and Boris Spassky.  

Breaking down the historic tournament game by game, Garbus deftly highlights the 

parallels between the 24-game marathon and the tense geopolitics of the Cold War 

era, with the eccentric, self-taught Brooklyn boy facing the brilliant Soviet-

sponsored grand master.  Televised throughout the world, the competition, which 

was held in Reykjavík, Iceland, became a focal point of the U.S. and Soviet Cold 

War tensions, which at one point required the intervention of National Security 

Advisor Henry Kissinger.  As Kissinger explains, “The Soviets had been winning 

these tournaments and I thought it would be good for America, for Democracy, to 

have an American win.”    



 Garbus also documents Fischer’s later years, which were marked by 

disastrous choices and bizarre behavior.  To the reclusive Fischer’s chagrin, his 

triumph over Spassky transformed him into the most famous man of his day.  

When it came time to defend his championship against the young Anatoly Karpov, 

Fischer forfeited rather than risk the public humiliation of a loss.  He gave up 

competitive play at the height of his powers and withdrew from public life, 

occasionally appearing incognito at obscure chess clubs.   

As a chess player, Fischer’s laser-like focus, his ability to anticipate multiple 

threats and his need to utterly dominate his opponents made him all but 

unbeatable.  In an adversarial game where each player is under constant attack by 

an implacable enemy waiting for one ill-advised move, paranoia is not just justified, 

it is necessary to win.  

But as a man, the same qualities that made him a Grand Master poisoned 

his relationships, skewed his worldview and erased the fragile line between genius 

and madness.  Unable to trust and unwilling to bend, Fischer became a fugitive 

from his own success. 

 His return to professional chess, 20 years later for a rematch against 

Spassky in Belgrade, led to his indictment by the U.S. government for ignoring UN 

sanctions against Yugoslavia.  After Belgrade, Fischer faced significant prison time 

in his home country so he spent more than a decade evading arrest.  The 

increasingly isolated, Jewish-born Fischer lashed out at perceived enemies in 

bizarre anti-Semitic and anti-American rants, driving away his few remaining 

friends.  With his U.S. passport revoked, Iceland was the only country to offer 

sanctuary to the former superstar, now almost unrecognizable as the man whose 

early promise and dashing looks helped make chess the most popular board game 



in the world.  In 2008, at the age of 64, Fischer died in Reykjavik, ironically the site 

of his greatest triumph.  

 BOBBY FISCHER AGAINST THE WORLD is directed by Liz Garbus; 

producers, Liz Garbus, Stanley Buchthal, Rory Kennedy, and Matthew Justus; 

editors, Karen Schmeer and Michael Levine; cinematographer, Robert Chappell; 

original music, Philip Sheppard; line producers, Julie Gaither and Amy Shatsky; 

associate producer, Serin Marshall; executive producers, Dan Cogan, Nick Fraser, 

Maja Hoffmann and Martin Pieper.  For Home Box Office:  senior producer, Nancy 

Abraham; executive producer, Sheila Nevins. 

 



     
BOBBY FISCHER AGAINST THE WORLD 

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT  
 

It's hard to imagine it now, but in 1972, America was chess-obsessed.  The Soviet 

Union had used chess to demonstrate its intellectual superiority to the West, and 

here came a lone American, demolishing the Russian masters of the sport.  At the 

height of his career, it was said that Bobby was better known than any other man 

in the world besides Jesus Christ.  Relentless press attention, political pressure, 

and a monomaniacal focus on chess ultimately led to his undoing.  The film 

explores how a dysfunctional family background, a focus on chess to the exclusion 

of all else, and the unremitting pressures of fame on the young, all conspired to 

destroy one of the great geniuses of our time.  He is a sportsman, a genius, a 

visionary; but he is also a recluse, a fugitive, a madman.  Everybody knows the 

name "Bobby Fischer," but nobody knows the man. 

 

The opportunity to tell any life story is an exciting and daunting one, and in the 

case of Bobby Fischer I felt the weight of it acutely.  This was a man who was 

alternately admired and despised by those who knew him, very little understood by 

the public that revered him, who was socially awkward and deeply private, at the 

same time that he was one of the best known names in world.  Many of those 

closest to Bobby refused to speak to the press for fear he would disown them, so a 

complete and frank assessment of his life could not truly be told until his death.   

 

January 18, 2008 - the day Bobby’s obituary appeared on the front page of the 

New York Times - I was on a plane to the Sundance Film Festival.  I had always 

been fascinated by his character, by chess, by the links between genius and 



madness.  I began research and development the next day.  Having shot films on 

death row, maximum security prisons and hospital wards, I imagined that making a 

film about the late great chess master would be a storytelling and aesthetic 

challenge, but I did not assume I would be walking into a tangled web of complex 

and thorny allegiances, of betrayal and broken promises, of fierce loyalties to the 

point of blindness.   

 

The question of “was he mad, or wasn’t he” divided his friends into warring camps.  

Those who acknowledged that he was suffering from mental illness and should 

seek professional help were cut out of his inner circle.  His friends grilled me before 

agreeing to speak, wary of my motives.  Would I portray him as the mad recluse or 

the great champion who said some unfortunate things?  We were googled and 

scrutinized, put on trial. There was no middle ground.  Even after his death, Bobby 

was a divisive figure, who split his associates to opposite sides of the chessboard. 

 

Given that process, there are those who got away.  But there were many, many 

more who finally decided to come forward and participate.  There will surely be 

those who knew Bobby who will take umbrage with our portrayal, but I do believe 

we have accomplished the most complete and intimate account of his life to date, 

turning over every stone in order to depict a man who often lived in hiding.  I was 

fortunate to tap into a variety of film and photo archives, including the archive of 

world-renowned photographer Harry Benson, who was granted exclusive access to 

Fischer before, during and after the 1972 match.  There are also never-before-

seen photographs, letters and writings, as well as fascinating footage of Bobby's 

last months of life in Iceland.  In editing, we have crafted a style where Bobby 

himself narrates his life story; beginning, middle and end.  In our interviews - from 



Bobby’s closest friends and family members to cultural luminaries like Henry 

Kissinger, Malcolm Gladwell and Garry Kasparov - we explore not only Bobby the 

person and master, but also the context of Bobby as a pop culture hero and 

reluctant patriot.  The goal:  to live inside the head of one of the most 

misunderstood and fascinating men of the late 20th Century.   

 

The greatest trial that came in making this film had nothing to do with Bobby 

Fischer.  On January 29, 2010, Karen Schmeer finished a long day of work in our 

edit room and was headed home, when she was hit by a car speeding from a 

drugstore robbery and killed.  Karen was considered one of the best editors in our 

field.  It was our first collaboration.  We fought hard to get her on the project.  She 

loved Bobby’s story.  She loved the quirky people who surrounded him.  The day 

before she died she wrote me an email, while I was again at the Sundance Film 

Festival, with the subject: “He’s infecting my mind.”  The note said simply:  “I forgot 

to tell you - last night I had a dream that I was hanging out w. Bobby Fischer in 

Park City during the festival.  (The young, egotistical version.)”  I just wish so much 

we were hanging out together in Park City during this festival.   

  

   

 



 
BOBBY FISCHER AGAINST THE WORLD 

CHARACTER BIOS 
 
BOBBY FISCHER 
Robert James “Bobby” Fischer (March 9, 1943 – January 17, 2008) was an 
American-Icelandic chess player and the eleventh World Chess Champion.  
 
At age 13, Fischer beat 26-year-old Donald Byrne – one of the strongest U.S. 
players of the decade – in what became known as the Game of the Century.  As 
U.S. Chess Champion at 15, Fischer became both the youngest Grandmaster and 
the youngest Candidate for the World Championship up until that time.  He won the 
1963-64 US Championship by 11–0, the only perfect score in the history of the 
tournament.  In the early 1970s, he became the most dominant player in modern 
history - winning 20 consecutive games, including two unprecedented 6-0 sweeps 
in the Candidates Matches.  According to research by Jeff Sonas, in 1971 Fischer 
had separated himself from the rest of the world by a larger margin of playing skill 
than any player since the 1870s.  He became the first official World Chess 
Federation (Fédération Internationale des Échecs) (FIDE) number-one rated 
chessplayer in 1971, and his 54 total months at number one is the third longest of 
all time. 
 
In 1972, Fischer gained significance as a symbol of American democracy and 
superiority over the Soviet Union when he faced, and defeated, defending World 
Chess Champion, Boris Spassky.  The match took place in Reykjavík, Iceland, and 
attracted more worldwide interest than any chess match, before or since.  In 1975, 
Fischer forefeited his title when he could not come to an agreement with the FIDE 
over the conditions for a match.  He became more reclusive and played no more 
competitive chess until 1992, when he won an unofficial rematch against Spassky 
in Yugoslavia, then under a United Nations Embargo.  Fischer was indicted by the 
U.S. State Department for playing the match and faced 10 years in prison if he 
returned to the United States. 
 
In his later years, Fischer lived in Hungary, Germany, the Philippines and Japan. 
During this time he made increasingly anti-American and anti-semitic statements, 
despite his Jewish ancestry.  He was eventually detained by Japanese authorities 
for nine months in 2004 and 2005 under threat of deportation.  In March 2005, 
Iceland granted Fischer full citizenship, leading to his release from Japan.  He died 
of degenerative renal failure at the Reykjavik Hospital in 2008 at the age of 64. 
 
HARRY BENSON 
Scottish-born photojournalist Harry Benson began his career at the Hamilton 
Advertiser before moving to London’s Fleet Street where he worked for the Daily 
Sketch and the Daily Express.  Harry traveled to America with the Beatles in 1964 
and decided to stay.  He photographed the Beatles’ first and third US tours as well 
as their appearances in Copenhagen, Amsterdam and Paris.  Harry was a contract 
photographer for Life Magazine from 1968 until it closed, under contract for People 
Magazine for almost 15 years and is currently under contract to Vanity Fair and 
Architectural Digest.  Harry has photographed 11 American presidents - from 
Eisenhower to Obama - and was next to Robert Kennedy when he was shot.  
Harry marched with Martin Luther King, Jr. during the Civil Rights movement and 



has photographed a myriad of luminaries and world leaders ranging from Queen 
Elizabeth and Sir Winston Churchill to celebrities including Elizabeth Taylor, Jack 
Nicholson, Clint Eastwood and Brad Pitt.  In 2009, Harry was named a 
Commander of Order of the British Empire (CBE) 



 
BOBBY FISCHER AGAINST THE WORLD 

TIMELINE 
 

March 9, 1943:  Bobby Fischer is born Robert James Fischer in Chicago,  
 Illinois.   
 
1949:    By age 6, Fischer is considered a “Chess Master.”  
 
Oct. 17, 1956:  Fischer plays and beats Nationally ranked Donald Byrne, 13  
   years his senior, in “the Game of the Century.” 
 
1959:    Fischer’s mother, Regina Fischer, moves out, leaving 16-year- 
   old Bobby to live alone in Brooklyn.  
 
1972:    Fischer plays and defeats reigning World Chess Champion,  
   the Russian Boris Spassky, in the most internationally  
   watched chess match of all time. 
 
April 3 1975:   Bobby Fischer forfeits his title as World Chess Champion to  
   Anatoly Karpov, without playing a single game since his 1972 
   win.  
 
1992:   Bobby Fischer reemerges from his relative obscurity to play a 

“rematch” against Boris Spassky in Yugoslavia, currently 
under a U.N. embargo.  

 
2005:    Bobby Fischer is freed from a Japanese detention center  
   where he is held since 2004, and travels to Iceland where he 
   is granted full citizenship. 
 
2008:    Fischer dies from degenerative renal failure.  



 
BOBBY FISCHER AGAINST THE WORLD 

BIOS 
 

Liz Garbus, Director/Producer 
Academy Award®-Nominated, Emmy-Winning Director/Producer Liz Garbus is one 
of America’s most celebrated documentary filmmakers.  Her most recently 
completed project, “Shouting Fire: Stories from the Edge of Free Speech,” 
premiered at Sundance 2009, and was broadcast on HBO the same year.  Other 
directorial credits include “The Farm: Angola, USA,” nominated for an Academy 
Award, and winner of the Sundance Grand Jury Prize; “The Execution of Wanda 
Jean” (Sundance Film Festival, HBO), “The Nazi Officer’s Wife,” “Girldhood,” “Yo 
Soy Boricua!, Pa Que Tu Lo Sepas,” co-directed by Rosie Perez, and “Coma” 
(HBO).  Garbus, along with Rory Kennedy, also executive produced the 2006 
Academy Award-nominated film “Street Fight,” and “Ghosts of Abu Ghraib,” which 
won the Emmy® Award for Best Documentary in 2007.   

 
Rory Kennedy, Producer 
Rory Kennedy is an Emmy®-winning independent documentary filmmaker, as well 
as co-founder and president of Moxie Firecracker Films.  Her films cover an array 
of issues ranging from poverty to politics to human rights. Her most recent film, 
“The Fence,” premiered on opening night of Sundance 2010 to wide acclaim and 
aired on HBO in September 2010. Kennedy has directed and produced feature 
documentaries including “Ghosts of Abu Ghraib,” (Primetime Emmy Award winner 
for Best Non Fiction Film, 2007); “American Hollow,” “A Boy’s Life,” and 
“Pandemic:  Facing Aids.”  
 
Stanley Buchthal, Producer 
Stanley Buchthal is a founding partner of LM MEDIA GMbH and Dakota GROUP 
LTD, Swiss and New York-based production companies.  Buchthal’s producer and 
executive producer credits include John Waters’ “Hairspray,” David O. Russell’s 
“Spanking The Money,” Philip Haas’ “Up At The Villa,” “The Party’s Over,” starring 
Philip Seymour Hoffman, John Kirby’s “The American Ruling Class,” Sydney 
Pollack’s “Sketches of Frank Gehry,” Tomer Heymann’s “Paper Dolls,” James 
Crump’s “Black White and Gray,” and Julian Schnabel’s “Lou Reed’s Berlin.”  
Buchthal’s most recent projects include Tamra Davis’ “The Radiant Child/Jean 
Michel Basquiat,” currently in release, and Michael Epstein's “LennonNYC.”  
Currently in production “Life And Times of Al Capp,” and Wycleaf Jean 
documentaries.   
 
Matthew Justus, Producer 
Matthew Justus is a documentary filmmaker based in New York.  Before producing 
Liz Garbus' “Bobby Fischer Against The World,” he was an associate producer on 
her film Shouting Fire: Stories From the Edge of Free Speech (Sundance and HBO 
2009).  He was also an associate producer on Garbus' film “Coma,” and Rory 
Kennedy's “Thank You Mr. President,” both for HBO.  He was on the production 
team for “Ghosts of Abu Ghraib” (HBO, Emmy Winner, Non-Fiction Special), 
“Xiara’s Song,” HBO/Cinemax), Nanette Burstein’s television series “Film School,” 
and Rosie Perez/Garbus’ documentary film “Yo Soy Boricua!, Pa Que Tu Lo 
Sepas.” 
 



 
Karen Schmeer, Editor  
Karen Schmeer, who passed away in January 2010, was the editor on the film until 
her death.  Ms. Schmeer was one of the top editors in her field, with credits 
including “The Fog of War,” “American Son” and “Sketches of Frank Gehry.”  Most 
recently she cut “Sergio,” which won the Editing Award at the 2009 Sundance Film 
Festival.  
 
Michael Levine, Editor 
After Karen Schmeer’s untimely death, Michael Levine took over to complete the 
editing process for BOBBY FISCHER AGAINST THE WORLD.  Mr. Levine is an 
accomplished documentary and feature film editor; his credits include “The Cruise,”  
“Factory Girl,” “My Kid Could Paint That,” and “Restrepo,” which won the Grand 
Jury Prize at the 2010 Sundance Film Festival. 
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