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Short Synopsis 

A film portrait of the nuclear age, told by those directly affected by it. Dark Circle interweaves 

dramatic personal stories with rare, recently declassified footage of reactor meltdowns, bomb 

assembly lines, and a sales convention for nuclear weapons. The film reveals the ironic and com- 

plex human costs of a nuclear economy. 

Long Synopsis 

When Judy Irving traveled to Denver in the mid-70s as part of a documentary film crew, she 

happened to read in a local magazine that the water supply was contaminated with plutonium 

from the Rocky Flats Nuclear Weapons Plant, located nearby. Shocked into action, she started 

research that led to her first nonfiction feature, Dark Circle, about the links between nuclear 

weapons and power, and their impact on ordinary citizens. 

Filmed at Rocky Flats, which produced plutonium triggers for atomic weapons; at the Diablo 

Canyon Nuclear Power Plant in central California, then under construction on an active earth- 

quake fault; and in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Dark Circle interweaves dramatic personal stories 

with rare, recently declassified footage of the secret world in which the hydrogen bomb is manu- 

factured, tested, and sold. Four years in the making, the film reveals the ironic and complex hu- 

man costs of a nuclear economy. 

Irving (The Wild Parrots of Telegraph Hill) co-wrote and narrates Dark Circle, and shares pro- 

ducing/directing credits with Christopher Beaver and Ruth Landy. The film is a nonprofit project 

of the Independent Documentary Group, now known as Pelican Media, produced with donations 

from foundations, individuals, government grants, and organizations. 

The film’s strongest contribution to the on-going nuclear debate is its clear exposition of the un- 

breakable links between nuclear weapons and nuclear power, links which are studiously down- 

played by the nuclear industry: from the creation of plutonium as an inevitable byproduct of nu- 



clear power for electricity, to plutonium’s use as a fuel for bombs; and from the export of nuclear 

power technology to the unintended proliferation of nuclear weapons abroad. Dark Circle con- 

tinues to contribute to the nuclear debate post-Fukushima, providing needed historical context 

for nuclear power and weapons proliferation in “rogue states” like Iran and North Korea as well 

as in the U.S. 

Filmmaker’s Statement 

When I set out to make a personal film about the impact of nuclear weapons and power on 

ordinary people, I had no idea that the movie would create such a ruckus, or that it would still be 

so relevant 39 years after its release. My aim was to point the camera away from experts and 

politicians, and find stories about how plutonium is affecting us, even in the absence of a nuclear 

war. Those effects are not only physical, but psychological and spiritual as well. Having grown up 

under this nuclear cloud, I wanted to show how nuclear power and weapons are in fact the same 

industry, despite government propaganda that urges us to see them as separate. 

Part of understanding this industry required that we travel to Japan to film interviews with 

survivors of the atomic bombings. We were astonished to discover that we were the first American 

film crew to do so. American writers and still photographers had been to Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

before us, but no documentary film crew until we arrived in 1979. To me, this spoke volumes 

about how much guilt and denial we bring to the issue. 

After its theatrical release, Dark Circle was accepted for a national broadcast on public television, 

but then PBS gatekeepers broke the contract. Claiming we were not objective, they insisted that 

we cut a sequence in which we name the corporations that build the hydrogen bomb, such as 

General Electric, whose slogan is, ironically, “We bring good things to life.” Many of these 

corporations are PBS underwriters. We refused to cut the Arms Convention sequence and fought 

the obvious censorship. It took seven years before PBS finally created a new series, “POV,” to 

showcase films with a strong point of view, and when Dark Circle was broadcast it won a National 

News & Documentary Emmy – for PBS! 



Flash forward three decades: with nuclear stockpiles growing, missile accidents in the news, and 

nine nuclear states including China flexing their powers with threats, Dark Circle is suddenly 

relevant again. 

Praise for Dark Circle 

“COMPLETELY RIVETING” – Roger Ebert, Chicago Sun-Times 

“THE BEST OF THE RECENT FILMS ABOUT THE ATOMIC AGE” 
– Valerie Ellis, In These Times 

“UNCOMPROMISING POWER” – Denver Post 

“THE MOST ELOQUENT, FAR RANGING, AND CONVINCING FILM ON 
THE SUBJECT TO DATE” – John Hartl, Seattle Times 
“AN URGENT HORROR STORY” – Vincent Canby, New York Times 

“LEAVES YOU WITH A DESIRE TO TAKE ACTION” 

– Charles Sugnet, The Nation 

“IMPRESSIVE RESEARCH AND DETECTIVE WORK…SCRUPULOUSLY 
RESPONSIBLE” – Ted Mahr, Portland Oregonian 

“AN IMPORTANT FILM FOR THE WHOLE FAMILY TO SEE AND TALK 
ABOUT” – McCall’s Magazine 



“AN EXCELLENT INDICATION OF THE MATURITY OF AMERICAN DOC- 
UMENTARY FILMMAKING” – Pat Aufderheide, The Chicago Reader 
“COMPASSIONATE AND PERSUASIVE” – Christian Science Monitor 

“EVERY MAN, WOMAN, AND CHILD SHOULD SEE DARK CIRCLE, A 

SHATTERING DOCUMENTARY” – John Hanrahan, The Melbourne Sun 

“THE FILM’S STRENGTH LIES IN ITS CONSIDERATION OF THE NU- 
CLEAR QUESTION AS A SEAMLESS CONTINUUM OF MILITARY, POLITI- 
CAL, SOCIAL, AND ECONOMIC INTERESTS” 
– Fenton Johnson, San Francisco Chronicle 

“EXCEPTIONAL IN THE CLARITY OF ITS INFORMATION, THE SCOPE OF 
ITS MATERIAL…AND THE PERSONAL APPROACH OF THE FILMMAK- 
ERS” – Marita Sturken, Afterimage 

“CANCEL THE BOWLING GAME IF YOU HAVE TO. YOU OWE IT TO 
YOURSELF TO SEE THIS CHILLING DOCUMENTARY. GRADE: A.” 
– People Magazine 

Awards & Festivals 

Major Awards: 
1983 Sundance Grand Prize, Nonfiction Feature 
1983 Oscar Shortlist, Best Documentary Feature 
1989 National Emmy Award, “Outstanding Individual Achievement in News 
and Documentary” 

Additional 1983 festivals and awards: 
U.S. Premiere: New York Film Festival 



U.K. Premiere: London Film Festival (followed by regional tour sponsored by 
the British Film Institute) 
Santa Fe Winter Film Expo First Prize, Nonfiction 
Houston International Film Festival Gold Medal 
Audubon Environmental Film Festival First Prize, Global Issues 
American Film Festival Blue Ribbon 

Filmmaker Biographies 

Judy Irving 

Pelican Media Executive Director Judy Irving is a Sundance-and-Emmy-Award- 

winning filmmaker whose credits in addition to Dark Circle include The Wild Parrots 

of  Telegraph Hill, a feature documentary about the relationship between a 

homeless street musician and a flock of wild parrots in San Francisco, and Pelican 

Dreams, a film about wildness at the urban edge: getting to know a flying 

dinosaur. Wild Pa- rrots was a “Top Ten Film of the Year” (National Film Critics’ 

Poll), was the hig- 

hest-rated program on the 2007 national PBS series “Independent Lens,” screened 

theatrically in over 500 venues grossing over 3 million dollars, and is now in inter- 

national distribution. Her in-progress documentary, Cold Refuge, explores the psy- 

chological and spiritual aspects of full immersion in nature: year-round open-water 

swimming in San Francisco Bay. 

Judy spent childhood summers on the North Fork of Long Island, and came to love 

birds thanks to her grandfather. She graduated from Connecticut College with a 

degree in Psychology and worked as a freelance journalist in Montreal before hit- 

chhiking across the continent and living on a handmade raft-hut in British Colum- 

bia. Later, she received an M.A. in Film & Broadcasting from Stanford University, 



and a Guggenheim Fellowship in Film. Her documentary film career has taken her 

to Alaska, Japan, Russia, Nepal, and Zimbabwe, with peace and the environment 

as her main areas of interest. Somehow, birds seem to show up in every movie, in- 

cluding Dark Circle. Judy’s six-film series about the San Francisco Bay Area’s 

wild- life and open space led to her interest in the wild parrot flock flying the city's 

north waterfront, and her open-water swimming habit led to a 2008 documentary, 

19 Arrests, No Convictions (about a bartender with a fishy nightlife who “escapes” 

from Alcatraz), as well as her in-progress film, Cold Refuge. 

Christopher Beaver 

Christopher Beaver continues to work as an independent producer and director. 

Recent projects include the Independent Documentary Association, Pare Lorentz 

Award-nominee Tales of  the San Joaquin – A River Journey, about California’s Central 

Valley; and a companion film, Tulare, The Phantom Lake. In addition to his award- 

winning films, Christopher executive-produced and curated Nagasaki Journey, the 

Photographs of  Yosuke Yamahata, August 10, 1945, an international multi-media trave- 

ling exhibition that included a companion book and film. He also curated two ex- 

hibitions at the Oakland Museum of California exploring the life and times of pho- 

tographer Bob Walker, who used his photographs to protect open space in the San 

Francisco Bay Area. Christopher’s book about Walker, After the Storm – Bob Walker 

and the East Bay Regional Park District, was nominated as the Best Regional Pho- 

tography Book by the Northern California Association of Independent Booksellers. 

Working with producer Diana Fuller, Christopher directed Racing to Zero, a solu- 

tions-oriented, feature documentary about San Francisco’s efforts to reduce the 

city’s landfill waste to zero by the year 2020, and Once Was Water, about how Las 

Vegas conserves its water supply. 



Ruth Landy 

Ruth Landy is a filmmaker and communication professional with a longstanding 

commitment to global development and human rights. In addition to her work on 

Dark Circle, she also wrote and directed Places for the Soul, a film portrait of architect 

Christopher Alexander and his quest to build “living places” in California and Ja- 

pan. 

Ruth’s international career includes media and communication assignments on five 

continents for the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and other global or- 

ganizations. She recently returned to San Francisco, working as a principal consul- 

tant for her firm, Strategic Communication for Social Impact. 

Full Credits 

Head: 

Written by CHRIS BEAVER, JUDY IRVING 

Narrated by JUDY IRVING 

Produced and Directed by CHRIS BEAVER, JUDY IRVING, RUTH 

LANDY 

filmed on location in Alaska, Colorado, California, and Japan 

Tail: 



Made by CHRIS BEAVER, DEBORAH HOFFMANN, JUDY IRVING, 

RUTH LANDY, MICHAEL LEVIN, JUDITH LIT, KAREN SPANGEN- 

BERG, VICTORIA WILEY 

Filmed and Edited by JUDY IRVING, CHRIS BEAVER 
First Assistant Editor MICHAEL LEVIN 

Supervising Sound Editor KAREN SPANGENBERG 
Associate Producer JUDITH LIT 

Sound Effects Editor DEBORAH HOFFMANN 

Assistant Editor VICTORIA WILEY 

Original Music GARY S. REMAL, BERNARD L. KRAUSE 

Recorded at MOBIUS MUSIC, SAN FRANCISCO OLIVER 

DI CICCO, ENGINEER 

Additional Music EBERHARD WEBER, “Moana I” 

PAT METHENY & LYLE MAYS, “As Falls Wichita, So Falls Wichita Falls” 
RAINER BRUNINGHAUS, “Bali” 

(courtesy ECM Records/Warner Brothers) 

Consulting Editors SUSAN CRUTCHER, PETER ADAIR, STEPHEN 

STEPT 

Sound Mix LEE DICHTER 

Sound Services WILL HARVEY, STUDIO C 

Film & Photo Sources ARCHIVES PROJECT, CENTER FOR DEFENSE 

INFORMATION, CHUGOKU NEWSPAPER COMPANY, COLORADO 
HISTORICAL SOCIETY, DEFENSE NUCLEAR AGENCY – DASIAC, 

DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY, JON ELSE, GOVERNMENT OF INDIA, 

HIROSHIMA/NAGASAKI PUBLISHING COMMITTEE, HOOVER 



INSTITUTION, KOA-TV DENVER, LOS ALAMOS SCIENTIFIC LA- 

BORATORY, NATIONAL ARCHIVES, PACIFIC GAS & ELECTRIC, 

PUBLIC INTEREST VIDEO NETWORK, UNITED STATES ARMY, 

UNITED STATES NAVY, WNET-TV NEW YORK, YOSUKE YA- 
MAHATA 

English Translations KAORI SEO, FREDERIK L. SCHODT 
Read by HIROSHI KASHIWAGI 

Production Assistant GLORIA D’ALESSANDRO 

Title Design BARBARA MENDELSOHN 

Graphic Design SHARON BOWERS, JULES 

Video Animation HOWARD GUTSTADT, DIGITAL IMAGE 

Negative Cutting GREG CHAPNICK 

Additional Music Effects JOYCE IMBESI, LARRY KASSIN 

Additional Sound Effects Editing MICHAEL LEVIN 

Assistant Editors SUSANNA BLAUSTEIN, EMILY CRAIG, BLAIR DIC- 

KINSON, MARSHA EMERMAN, ESTE GARDNER, AMY ROBERTS, 
DEBORAH SLATER, WENDY ZHEUTLIN 

Opticals CINEMATTE 

Animation STOP-FRAME 

Film Labs DUART, MONACO, W.A. PALMER 
Kinescopes IMAGE TRANSFORM, WILLIAM ZARCHY 

Funded in part by THE FILM FUND, THE NATIONAL ENDOWMENT 
FOR THE ARTS, THE AMERICAN FILM INSTITUTE, BENTON 

FOUNDATION, COLUMBIA FOUNDATION, LUCIUS & EVA EAST- 

MAN FUND, FRIENDS OF THE EARTH, JOINT FOUNDATION SUP- 



PORT, ALBERT KUNSTADTER FAMILY FOUNDATION, NULAMB- 

DA TRUST, PBP FOUNDATION, WILLIAM M. ROTH, UNITED ME- 

THODIST CHURCH 

Thanks TRACY GARY, SUSAN & DAVID HOROWITZ, JAYNE LOA- 

DER, CAROL HALL & LEONARD MAJZLIN, KEVIN RAFFERTY, 

PIERCE RAFFERTY, JOHN STEINER, NATALIE & ART WARNER, 

MICHAEL WASHBURN, CORA WEISS, GLENN BARLOW, DORIS & 
ANDREW BATO, MR. & MRS. WILLIAM BRINTON, DAVID BRO- 

WER, BYDALE FOUNDATION, CALIFORNIA NEWSREEL, LAURA & 

RICHARD CHASIN, JUDY COLLINS, CITA COOK, DAVID CROC- 

KETT, ROGER DAVIS, JOHN & ANNIE DENVER, ALEXANDRA 

DILWORTH, ANNE EKSTROM, PAT & DAN ELLSBERG, MARK 

EVANOFF, NINA GILDEN, WADE GREEN, GENEVIEVE & VERN 
HATHAWAY, STEVE HAYES, ALFRED HELLER, CLARENCE HE- 

LLER, TSUTOMU IWAKURA, DR. CARL JOHNSON, DEWITT JO- NES, 

SHOJI KIHARA, JEFF KIMBALL, DIANA & HOWARD KOHN, JANET 

KRANTZBERG, THE MAX & ANNA LEVINSON FOUNDA- TION, 

SALLY LILIENTHAL, TOM LUDDY, IAN MASTERS, JOHN MEZA, 

MAYA MILLER, MURRAY MINTZ, VICKI MONKS, JILL NELSON, 
KICHIZO OKADA, ONE PASS VIDEO, OPTIC NERVE, ANDREA 

PAMFILIS, JIM PROVENCE, ALAN RABINOWITZ, BONNIE RAITT, 

YVONNE RAND, ED RANDALL, LOLA REDFORD, DO- ROTHY 

REED, MR. & MRS. DAVID ROCKEFELLER JR., SAMUEL RUBIN 

FOUNDATION, THE RUSSELL-SHAPIRO FAMILY, REP. PAT 

SCHROEDER, SOUND SERVICE, ANN SPANEL, RUTH SPANGEN- 



BERG, CHARLOTTE L. TAYLOR, TAMSIN TAYLOR, U.S. FISH & 

WILDLIFE SERVICE, NAGAHISA WADA, PAULETTE WALTHER, 

DAVID WIRT, KENJI YAMAMOTO, YMCAs OF JAPAN, IRWIN 

YOUNG 
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