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SYNOPSIS 

When Steve Bannon left his position as White House chief strategist less than a week 

after the Charlottesville "Unite the Right" rally in August 2017, he was already a 

notorious figure in Trump’s inner circle, and for bringing a far-right ideology into the 

highest echelons of American politics. Unconstrained by an official post — though some 

say he still has a direct line to the White House — he became free to peddle influence as 

a perceived kingmaker, turning his controversial brand of nationalism into a global 

movement. THE BRINK follows Bannon through the 2018 mid-term elections in the 

United States, shedding light on his efforts to mobilize and unify far-right parties in order 

to win seats in the May 2019 European Parliamentary elections. To maintain his power 

and influence, the former Goldman Sachs banker and media investor reinvents himself — 

as he has many times before — this time as the self-appointed leader of a global populist 

movement. Keen manipulator of the press and gifted self-promoter, Bannon continues to 

draw headlines and protests wherever he goes, feeding the powerful myth on which his 

survival relies. 



 

 
In 2003, Steve Bannon headed a small investment group that bought a company called 

Wellspring, an arthouse film distribution company at which I worked. Steve became my 

boss for the next three years. Wellspring was a renowned distributor of critically 

acclaimed films, encompassing everything from provocative foreign language films to 

cutting-edge and sometimes controversial documentaries and American independents. 

Steve was a complicated boss- extremely demanding and quick to temper but also very 

encouraging of our vision and passionate about our films. He put a great deal of faith in 

me, asking me to run the company when I was barely thirty years old. We developed a 

mutually respectful and unusually candid relationship. Steve and I stayed in touch for a 

few years after the company closed in 2006, but our contact decreased as he became 

increasingly invested in right wing politics and a major force in the Tea Party 

movement. By the time Steve joined Donald Trump’s campaign we had barely been in 

contact for years and I was only minimally aware of his activities. However, his alliance 

with Trump disturbed me greatly. I had an old email address for him, and I contacted 

him to tell him how I felt. I expressed shock, anger, and disgust. To my great surprise, 

Steve wrote back. 

 

When Steve went to work in the White House his public profile exploded. He was 

portrayed as the grim reaper, an evil genius, and Trump’s brain. Not only did this 

portrayal fail to convey the significant personal charisma which is so key to Steve’s 

influence, but it was also energizing and empowering him. Steve loves to provoke and 

relishes in this super-villain image. 

 

I felt my personal access to him, however unique, wasn’t enough. I wanted to use this 

crazy connection for some kind of good, rather than simply momentary catharsis. One 

day I realized what I could do. I produce documentaries. I could make a documentary 

about Steve that would hopefully not only strip away the mythic media narrative that 

was so empowering to him but also allow us to better understand the larger political 

force of which he is a part.  

 

When I conceived of the film, I knew I would only produce it if Steve allowed full access 

and agreed to a filmmaker embedding himself or herself with him for an extended period 

of time, shooting in an observational, cinéma vérité style. Steve is a master self-promoter. 

I believed (and still do) that the only way to break through his carefully managed public 

image is by using this type of fly-on-the wall filmmaking. He also would have to agree to 

the filmmaker having total creative control of the film. I approached Steve three times. 

Each time he turned me down. I was stunned when he answered my fourth email request 

simply with “I’ll do it.” 

 

Alison Klayman was the first and only director who came to mind for this project. I 

valued that Alison wasn’t known as an overtly polemical filmmaker and I admired her 

extraordinarily keen eye for character. I suspected, correctly, that Alison had the guts 

and savvy to insert herself into Steve’s world and almost “disappear” and the intellect 

to shape a thought-provoking film on a complex subject. I couldn’t have been more   



 

thrilled when Alison decided to do it. 

 

The final decision to make this film was the result of careful consideration, long and 

complex artistic and political discussions, and a confrontation of all the potential 

personal and professional outcomes for both of us. We were encouraged and 

emboldened when the prestigious film company Magnolia Pictures committed to co-

financing and distributing the film. 

 

We chose a vérité approach because, as years of experience has shown, interviewing 

Bannon bears no fruit, no matter how challenging the questions nor how harsh the 

interviewer’s tone. Our approach embodies the difference between giving him the 

spotlight and true illumination. We’ve gone to great lengths to capture the bigger picture 

of the world in which Bannon operates and the many people who occupy it. 

 

Alison Klayman showed great courage in making this film. She shot the entire film 

alone, save for a few scenes of B roll. She did sound, she carried her equipment 

everywhere. She was a one-woman crew for a year. She put herself in literal harm’s 

way, traveling with a person against whom there were legitimate active assassination 

threats at times during our filming. Alison courageously embedded herself with people 

whose ideology and actions are not just abhorrent to her but also deeply psychologically 

demoralizing.  

 

As two progressive women whose careers have been driven by our deeply-held values, 

personally immersing ourselves in the male-dominated world of right-wing nationalists 

has been a harrowing experience. Similarly, for our audience, it may be startling and 

even uncomfortable to watch a vérité documentary about such a disturbing figure. But 

we wanted to give others the opportunity to learn and to evolve in their own 

understanding. Alison turns a keenly sharp and sensitive eye to the powerful political 

circle in which Bannon operates, throwing back the curtain for the first time.  It is this 

unprecedented access and the ways Alison takes such wise advantage of it that make The 

Brink an important contribution not only to documentary film, but also to the discussion 

of our international political moment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

A CONVERSATION WITH PRODUCER MARIE THERESE 

GUIRGIS 
 

What's your own personal connection to Steve Bannon? 

 

Fifteen years ago, Steve put together a small group of people to buy Wellspring, an 

independent film distribution company based in New York City where I was working at 

the time. Bannon became my boss; he was based in L.A. but came to New York 

occasionally and was a constant presence on the phone and email. 

 

How would you describe your working relationship with him? 

 

At one point he asked me to be president of the company, and while I never fully 

accepted the job, I was effectively running Wellspring. I reported directly to him. We 

developed a close working relationship, although it was far from an easy one. Steve was a 

very demanding boss, with a quick and withering temper. He did, however, support our 

work and encourage our ambition. One day when he was in our New York office I 

spontaneously told him off, calling out his temper and other negative traits. He was 

stunned at first but he respected me even more as a result.  

 

Did you stay in contact after Wellspring closed?  

 

I stayed in touch with him through 2010, though we started drifting apart around the 2008 

election. He became very active in the Tea Party around that time and increasingly turned 

his energy from business to politics. We argued about politics more and more frequently 

and I felt there was far less common ground between us. 

 

Were you aware of his politics when you worked for him? 

 

As far as I was concerned, back then he was a Republican, but more in the John McCain 

camp. He certainly didn’t appear to be a social conservative in his life style or his views, 

and whatever views he held didn’t impact workplace or the kinds of films we distributed. 

He came from a military family, he had served in the Navy himself. His conservatism on 

foreign policy seemed to derive from that background and also, he was wealthy. I 

assumed that these were the reasons he was a Republican. He made a Reagan 

documentary when I was at Wellspring, which was more of a hagiography. I had to give 

him notes on it. I think he respected that I was both very vocal about my opposing 

political views and very honest with my creative notes. In fact, I am pretty sure I was the 

first one to compare him to Leni Riefenstahl. His “symbolism” was so over the top.  

 

At what point did you get back in touch with him? 

 

The day after it was announced he was joining Trump as chairman of his campaign. I was 

extremely upset when I read the news. I wrote him an impassioned, angry email in which  

 



 

I urged him to quit the campaign. I even urged him to think of his children and their 

future. It sounds silly now. I don’t know what I was thinking.  

 

Were you carrying on a dialogue with him before you pitched the documentary? 

 

You might want to call it a monologue. It's a funny thing to have an email address and 

phone number for someone you're not in touch with anymore, but who is suddenly in this 

extremely powerful position, and you find yourself disagreeing with him vehemently, to 

put it mildly. I had this outlet, and my instinct was to tell him how disturbed I was by 

what he was doing, and often. During the campaign, I would email or text him and say 

scathing things, and the funny thing is, he would always write back. He never insulted me 

back or anything — but he would make jokes. It was a very civil response, even when I 

wasn't. 

 

What surprised you the most about the Bannon you reconnected with in 2017? 

 

He hadn't been a public speaker until recently, so that was a funny thing for me to see — 

he's very awkward in that role, which you see in the movie when he's posing for photos 

with fans, and even when he gives speeches. Most of all, I was surprised by how 

consumed he is now with far right-wing politics. While he still has the self-deprecating 

humor and the ability to laugh at some things about the right, he is much more of a true 

believer, in my opinion. Back when I was close to him, I would joke that he was a “closet 

liberal.” He would reply “Sssshhhh. Don’t tell.” I wouldn’t make that joke anymore.  

 

Was your relationship the same, or was it fraught with tension? 

 

I've seen him a lot over the course of the last year and half, since we started this project, 

and I’ve had to talk or email with him daily. It’s complicated. Imagine you had a teacher 

or relative, someone who was important to you at some point in your life, even if you 

didn't have a perfect relationship with them. They meant a lot to you, because you had a 

good rapport with them and because they believed in you. The dynamic doesn't change 

— you can still reconnect with someone after ten years and experience the bond you 

originally had. I can still enjoy his personality at moments, the part of him that hasn't 

changed, but I'm also very aware of who he has come to be and that causes me pain to 

this day. It has been very challenging to have had to rekindle the relationship with Steve 

in order to make the film we wanted to make, in order to achieve the constant access and 

the trust. I had to constantly reach out and talk to him throughout production to deepen 

our access, to make specific filming asks, to convince him to allow us into rooms. What 

has helped is that I have been extremely candid and open with Steve about what I think 

about his work and his views throughout this entire process.  

 

Why did you want to make this movie? 

 

I was seeing Steve all over the place, being portrayed in specific ways that I thought were 

dangerous, and which made me uncomfortable because I knew otherwise about him. He 

was being portrayed as an evil genius, a mastermind, Trump’s brain, Darth Vader, Death 



 

himself. I felt he was being given so much power by this image. He was being given too 

much credit and he was using that image as currency to maintain and grow his power, 

even after he left the White House. Steve has never changed much in the core ways that 

he operates. He’s always been a salesman. He’s an investment banker. He’s always been 

driven by self-interest to a significant degree. He’s always parlayed his force of 

personality into situations that benefit him personally. I felt that as a country we were 

being very simplistic in our dialogue, Major political figures are either good or evil. I 

implicitly knew that Bannon had received so much power from this role that the media 

cast him on. This was frustrating to me and it’s why I wanted to make a documentary 

about him. I didn’t set out to do it simply because I had access to him or because I wanted   

personal catharsis. I felt that the world wasn't seeing some very important things about 

him, and even about people like him. I thought that if we could follow him for an 

extended period of time we could demystify him, and that would be valuable.. 

 

How did you initially approach him about the documentary and what was his 

response?’ 

 

I emailed him and asked if I could produce a documentary about him. He answered, “No, 

you’ll destroy me.” I wrote him a few more times and the last time I was shocked to 

receive a reply that simply said, “I’ll do it.” In pitching him I told him that I wasn't 

interested in making a propaganda movie, or a Michael Moore-style takedown. I told him 

I wanted to follow him for an extended period of time, that I wanted a filmmaker to 

embed himself or herself with him, and that the filmmaker would have to have total 

creative control. I told him that I wanted to produce a high quality, thought-provoking, 

intelligent film. But I also reminded him that he knew my politics well and how I felt 

about what he was doing, and that those things would underlie the project.  

 

Once he said yes, how did you set about finding the right director for this project? 

 

With the kind of access he had agreed to, I knew I could probably attract any number of 

wonderful filmmakers to sign on. But to accomplish the kind of film I hoped for, we 

needed a highly intelligent director who was nimble and flexible. I wanted someone who 

could allow Steve to drop his guard while being quietly embedded with him —this 

required someone with considerable emotional and social intelligence. I thought of 

Alison Klayman immediately. We had worked together on a short film and admired her 

enormously both artistically and professionally. I believed that Alison could handle such 

a challenging shoot and could make a deeply smart and illuminating film. I also knew 

that she has qualities that Steve would respect, which would make for a more interesting 

film. Alison is very cultured and well educated. She’s fluent in Mandarin and knows 

several other languages. These things made Steve respect her. I believed Alison could 

make her way inside his orbit in a way few others could and make a powerful film 

 

Did you have to convince Alison to take on this project? 

 

She was interested, but she wanted to meet him first. After she met him, she absolutely 

wanted to do this project. I was so glad! 



 

 

What do you hope to demystify about Steve Bannon in this movie? 

 

The image of Steve Bannon as an evil genius is a powerful one, but people don't want to 

entertain the notion that maybe among his most unappealing and disturbing traits, there's 

one or two that are surprising. . Most people aren't one thing. Why can't it be possible that 

someone is horrible, but not all horrible? What if people who do very bad things aren’t 

breathing fire twenty-four hours a day? What do you do then? The 24-hour news cycle, 

combined with social media and general societal polarization, have cast people like Steve  

in certain roles and we often fail as a culture and in the media to consider people in their 

full 360-degree humanity. Many think “humanity” is a sympathetic word, but it can also 

involve very negative qualities and weaknesses. There was a failure to consider Steve as 

anything but what we decided on day one that he was. Combined with this is the fact that 

Steve fed into all this- he loves the image of himself as this brilliant super-villain. Do we 

give people too much power when we cast them in these roles?  

 

Why did you want to employ a vérité approach to tell this story? 

 

Everyone's feeding him, we're all complicit in helping to create the Steve Bannon we've 

come to know, and that was what was so important about using a vérité approach. The 

more we could see, the more rooms we could get into, the more time Alison could spend 

in his presence, the more we could strip away this image of him as Darth Vader, the more 

I believe that we can  take back that power we’ve given him. I wanted this film to 

demystify him, but not just him — hopefully it can create a conversation about living in a 

time when we struggle with nuance, when we don't want to take the time to consider 

people and events in their full complexity. How do you fight people and movements if 

you can't fully understand them? 

 

Did you worry that you would be giving him too much of a platform? 

 

To be clear, the movie was never going to be about whether Steve Bannon is right or 

wrong — I believe he is wrong, and the film does have a perspective. We’re not giving 

him a pass on his extreme right wing platform. I knew we were taking a risk by showing 

moments of levity, moments where he's kind of funny, moments where he doesn’t do or 

say exactly what we would expect. My hope is that this movie is seen as more than just a 

psychological character study of Steve Bannon.  I hope that people come to see how he 

and his colleagues operate, particularly with the media, as marketeers and as salespeople, 

and this is something that only documentary film can do, in my opinion.  

 



 



 



 



 



 



 

ADAM BARDACH – Executive Producer  

Adam Bardach is a veteran documentary producer and filmmaker with over 25 films and 

series to his credit. Recent films as executive producer include the award-winning docs 

“Before The Flood” and “On Her Shoulders,” the latter of which was recently shortlisted 

for the 2019 Academy Awards. 

 

– Executive Producer  

Hayley Pappas is the CEO of RYOT Films, the Emmy Award®-winning, Academy 

Award®-nominated film studio. As CEO, Hayley oversees the company’s slate of 

documentaries and partnerships. Hayley has produced a number of critically acclaimed 

documentaries, including three Oscar-nominated shorts, LIFEBOAT, WATANI: MY 

HOMELAND, and BODY TEAM 12, as well as this year’s Oscar shortlisted feature 

documentary ON HER SHOULDERS. Hayley has produced over a dozen XR and 

immersive films with partners such as NPR and the Associated Press. Prior to her time 

with RYOT, Hayley worked extensively with nonprofits and grassroots organizations at 

the intersection of media and social impact. Currently Hayley spearheads a multi-year 

multimillion dollar equity fund launched between RYOT Films and VICE Studios that is 

committed to financing and producing thought-provoking documentaries from visionary 

filmmakers. 



 

 

– Executive Producer  

– Executive Producer  

investments and the sale of 4 

companies. Matt is a performing improviser at the Westside Comedy Theater in Los 

Angeles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

FEATURED IN THE FILM 
In Order of Appearance 

 

Stephen K. Bannon 

Sean Bannon - Nephew, Assistant 

Raheem Kassam - Founding Editor, Breitbart London 

Andy Surabian - Republican Strategist 

Lena Epstein - Republican Candidate for House, Michigan 

John James - Republican Candidate for Senate, Michigan 

Joshua Green - Journalist, Bloomberg; author, “Devil’s Bargain” 

Pat Caddell - Pollster 

Dan Fleuette - Bannon’s Head Of Production 

Nigel Farage - Ex-leader, UK Independence Party 

Paul Lewis - Journalist, The Guardian 

Jérôme Rivière - National Rally Spokesman, France 

Louis Aliot – Vice President, National Rally Party, France  

Mischaël Modrikamen - People’s Party, Belgium; Co-founder, The Movement 

John Thornton - Former President, Goldman Sachs 

Paul Gosar - Republican Congressman, Arizona 

Filip Dewinter - Leader, Vlaams Belang Party, Belgium 

Kent Ekeroth - Sweden Democrats 

Michael Wolff - Author, "Fire and Fury" 

Annie Karni - Journalist, Politico 

Christopher Hope - Journalist, The Telegraph 

Jason Horowitz - Rome Bureau Chief, New York Times 

Matteo Salvini - Minister of Interior, Italy 

Kevin Sullivan - Journalist, Washington Post 

Erik Prince - Blackwater Founder 

Ari Melber - Journalist, MSNBC 

Miles Kwok (a.k.a. Guo Wengui) - Guo Media 

Giorgia Meloni - Leader, Brothers of Italy 

Sam Nunberg - Trump campaign advisor, COAR member 

David Frum - Conservative Political Commentator 

John Thornton - Former President, Goldman Sachs 

Steve Cortes - Fox News Contributor 

Christoph Scheuermann - Journalist, Der Spiegel 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CREDITS 
 

Directed by Alison Klayman 

 

Produced by Marie Therese Guirgis 

 

Executive Produced by Adam Bardach 

 

Executive Produced by  

Hayley Pappas 

Bryn Mooser 

Matt Ippolito 

 

Edited by  

Brian Goetz     Marina Katz 

 



 



 



 



 



 




