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Wordplay
_______________________________________________________

Sharpen your wit.  Sharpen your brain. Sharpen your pencil.

_______________________________________________________

SYNOPSIS

WORDPLAY focuses on the man most associated with crossword puzzles, New York Times puzzle editor and NPR puzzle-master Will Shortz.  Director Patrick Creadon introduces us to this passionate hero, and to the inner workings of his brilliant and often hilarious contributors, including syndicated puzzle creator Merl Reagle.  Along the way, the film presents interviews with celebrity crossword puzzlers such as Bill Clinton, Bob Dole, Jon Stewart, Ken Burns, Mike Mussina and the Indigo Girls, who reveal their process, insight and the allure of the game.  In addition to deconstructing this uniquely American institution, Wordplay takes us though the American Crossword Puzzle Tournament where almost five hundred competitors battled it out for the title “Crossword Champ” and showed their true colors along the way.
DETAILED SYNOPSIS

WORDPLAY is a journey into the world of Will Shortz, the crossword puzzle editor at The New York Times.  Known to millions as National Public Radio's "Puzzle Master," Shortz has spent his entire lifetime studying, creating, and editing puzzles, and has built a huge following along the way.  Meet Shortz's die-hard fans -- including President Bill Clinton, Senator Bob Dole, "The Daily Show's" Jon Stewart, filmmaker Ken Burns, the Indigo Girls, and Yankee's ace pitcher Mike Mussina -- and discover why over 50 million Americans do crosswords every week. 

WORDPLAY also introduces us to several world-class crossword solvers and follows them to Stamford, CT, as they compete at the 28th annual American Crossword Puzzle Tournament (ACPT).  Hosted and directed by Shortz, the tournament is the nation's oldest and largest crossword competition.  Competitors travel from all over the world to attend, and vary in age from teenagers to octogenarians.   Over the course of one long, snowy weekend, almost five hundred competitors will battle it out for the title “Crossword Champ.”  The competition is based on both speed and accuracy, and one wrong (or blank) square guarantees that someone else will be taking home the trophy.

Catch all the action at what Shortz calls “the most exciting competition in tournament history!” Explore the madness and the mirth, the comedy and the drama that is our national obsession with these puzzles.  Whether you’re a Monday-only solver (the easiest day of the week) or a Saturday “brain-busting” wizard, you’re sure to enjoy your very own “A-ha!” moment when you experience WORDPLAY. 

WORDPLAY is a presentation of O’Malley Creadon Productions.  Christine O’Malley, Producer.  Patrick Creadon, Director.
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Producer and Director Biographies

O’Malley Creadon Productions is based in Los Angeles and specializes in non-fiction storytelling.  Founded in 2000, the principals are Christine O’Malley and Patrick Creadon.

Christine O’Malley (Producer) was born in Manhattan and raised outside of Chicago, where she attended both DePaul University and Columbia College.  She started in non-fiction production as a researcher at Van Ness Films on the A&E Biography series.  Later she teamed with Producer/Director Scott Goldstein on several critically acclaimed documentaries for The Simon Wiesenthal Center’s Museum of Tolerance.  In 2002 she and Goldstein developed and produced a pilot for PBS called “End Game: Ethics and Values in America.”  In 2004 she served as an Associate Producer on “Enron: The Smartest Guys in the Room.”  In 2005 she was looking for a project with a really short title when WORDPLAY came calling.

She and Patrick Creadon are married and have two young children (and a fantastic dog).  They currently live in Los Feliz, CA.

Patrick Creadon (Director) was born in Chicago and is a 1989 graduate of the University of Notre Dame.  He began his career as one of the youngest cameramen in the history of PBS, shooting and producing cinema-verite style stories for the critically acclaimed series “THE 90’s.”  He earned his Master’s Degree in Cinematography at the American Film Institute, where his thesis film (on which he served as Director of Photography) was nominated for a student Academy Award.  As a cameraman his work has appeared on every major network, including NBC, CBS, ABC, MTV, VH1, and ESPN.  He has also done work for Paramount Pictures, Warner Brothers, Sony, Universal Studios, and Disney.  He currently lives in Los Feliz, California, with his wife and two children.   

WORDPLAY, Creadon’s directorial debut, is a feature length documentary film about “Puzzle Master” Will Shortz, The New York Times crossword editor and National Public Radio personality.  WORDPLAY is an official selection in the 2006 Sundance Film Festival’s Documentary Competition.  Creadon is a “Wednesday/Thursday” crossword solver, though he once finished a Saturday New York Times puzzle (almost).  He’d rather not talk about it. 

Wordplay
Filmmakers’ Statement

Los Angeles, CA

Patrick Creadon, Director

Los Angeles, CA

It was Christmas 2004.  Our very young daughters (ages 1 and 3) were thrilled as they opened their many presents.  They were almost as ecstatic as Christine and I were, for we had just opened our gifts to each other – three of which were different crossword compilations by Will Shortz of the New York Times.

Christine and I discovered our love of the puzzle years earlier on our honeymoon.  The resort we were staying at was located far from “civilization,” though it did receive an eight-page digest of the New York Times every morning, complete with the crossword on the back page.  Within a few days we were completely hooked on the puzzle, and have been ever since.

So in 2004, just a few days after Christmas, I searched on-line for the “definitive Will Shortz documentary film.”  “Surely SOMEONE has made a film about this great man” I thought as I continued to search fruitlessly.  The moment I realized that such a film didn’t exist was really the first step along the way to making WORDPLAY.

From the beginning the film was going to be about one man and his puzzle.  We imagined we would talk to well-known puzzle constructors who submit puzzles to Will (Shortz rarely makes the puzzles, but rather edits them and does much of the cluing of answers), examine famous puzzles from the past, and talk about the various intricacies of how crosswords are made.  The only problem with this approach was that we felt it would only appeal to hardcore puzzle enthusiasts.  General audiences, we feared, might not find this approach nearly as interesting. In fact, it would probably bore them to tears.

What we ultimately decided to do was explore Will’s work and the puzzles by looking at the puzzle through the eyes of many of its fans.  This was the best decision we made, as it introduced us to the amazing characters that make up the heart of the film.  

As a documentary cameraman with 15 years of experience I’ve assembled a small mountain of equipment.  For WORDPLAY, however, we left almost everything at home.  I shot most of the film myself, and more often than not I was alone with my subjects during the interviews.  This is definitely my favorite way to shoot.  

I had learned this style as a young cameraman while working at “THE 90’s,” the critically acclaimed documentary show that aired on PBS from 1989 through 1993.  Our philosophy back then was that the less gear you have, the closer you can get to your subjects.  Studs Terkel, the great interviewer and author who was a regular on our show, took this concept even further. His advice was simple: “You have to show some of your own vulnerabilities if you want people to show theirs.” I think this overall approach was helpful in getting very intimate and honest profiles of the people in our film.

We told Will very early on that we were big fans of his, and that we hoped he would ultimately enjoy the film.  But we also told him that we did not intend to show him the movie until it was finished.  There seems to have been a spate of documentaries recently where the subjects have been very involved in the production and editing of the film, which is something we absolutely did not want to do.  Fortunately for us Will was willing to go along with this.  As for the New York Times itself, our fear of mountains of red tape and legal bills were wiped away by one phone call back at the earliest stage of production.  The Times basically said, “If you want to do a film about Will Shortz, call Will Shortz.”  

Will finally did see the film after we had submitted it to Sundance on the very last day of submissions on September 30th, 2005.  We received an e-mail from him in early October.  “I just watched WORDPLAY,” he started.  “I am totally blown away by what you two have made.  I absolutely love it.” 

This has been an amazing year for Christine and me.  With over 25 years of documentary filmmaking under our belts, the only thing we hadn’t done yet was make a film that was our own.  WORDPLAY has been a tremendous joy to make, especially considering that we made it together.

WORDPLAY is being released by IFC Films and TWC and will be in theatres beginning June 16.
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(in alphabetical order)

Ken Burns, filmmaker.  A native of Brooklyn, Ken Burns has made some of the greatest documentary films of our time.  Two of his films, THE STATUE OF LIBERTY and BROOKLYN BRIDGE, deal specifically with New York icons and explore their importance to the communities and countries in which they reside.  Like the Statue of Liberty and the Brooklyn Bridge, Burns posits that the New York Times crossword is an “iconic manifestation of civilization.”  How important is the puzzle in his daily life?  “I don’t smoke, I don’t drink coffee, and I don’t need to have a drink at the end of the day.  What I do need is to solve the crossword, every day, in ink.”

William Jefferson Clinton, 42nd President of the United States.   An avid crossword solver for years, President Clinton discusses the  New York Times’ famous “Election Day ’96 Puzzle,” created by Jeremiah Farrell and edited by Will Shortz.  The puzzle, which Shortz considers the greatest crossword puzzle ever created, includes a trick in the answers that astounds to this day. “It’s amazing that someone could think of that,” marvels the President.  “Half the time I do these things just to see what people are thinking about.”  Clinton goes on to compare the similarities between solving a tough crossword and solving a difficult real-life situation.  “Sometimes you have to go at a problem the way I go at a complicated crossword puzzle. You start with what you know the answer to and then you build on it.  A lot of complex problems are like that.  You have to find some aspect of it you understand and build on it until you can unravel the mystery that you’re trying to solve.”

Jon Delfin, piano player.  “Give me blank spaces and I want to fill them in.”  Considered by many to be the greatest competitive crossword solver of our time, Jon Delfin has won the American Crossword Championship Tournament in Stamford a record 7 times.  “I never train for the tournament, like most other serious competitors do,” says Delfin, who lives in New York City.  “I just show up and try to do the best I can.”

Tyler Hinman, college student.  Tyler was handed a crossword for the first time in study hall in 9th Grade.  “I did it, failed miserably, and was hooked.”  To train for the annual tournament in Stamford he solves seven puzzles every day leading up to the tournament.  He is currently a senior at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute (RPI) in Troy, New York, where he majors in Information Technology.  

Indigo Girls (Amy Ray and Emily Saliers), singer/songwriters.  Amy and Emily have been performing together for over 25 years.  Loyal fans to The New York Times crossword, they’ve been known to ask for answers to the puzzle from the stage during their concerts.  “Did anyone get 6-Down today?” is how one fan remembers it.  Although they typically solve using a pen, they always make their band members use pencil.  “Why is that?” asked Amy in the film.  “Because we don’t trust them,” laughed Emily.

Mike Mussina, starting pitcher, New York Yankees.  A key member of the Yankees pitching staff since 2001, Mussina has a career win-loss record of 224-127.  He started doing crossword puzzles as a college student at Stanford, where he earned a degree in economics in three and a half years.  “If you can handle the puzzle in the Times, you can handle any puzzle they throw at you.”

Daniel Okrent, former Public Editor, The New York Times.  Following the Jason Blair scandal that rocked the New York Times in 2003, Daniel Okrent was hired as the paper’s first ever “Public Editor.”  “Its called the ‘Ombudsmen’ at other papers, but the Times being the Times, they needed a more pretentious title,” says Okrent with a smile.  His duties as Public Editor were to critique the paper’s own reporters, techniques, and culture within the newsroom.  “I can say this now that I no longer work there… the Times is the most important news medium in the world.  There’s nothing else like it.  And the puzzle fits into the paper because there’s no other puzzle like it.”

Trip Payne, professional crossword constructor.  A three-time winner of the tournament in Stamford, CT, Payne became the youngest person ever to win the tournament in 1993 at age 24.  “Any year that I don’t win the tournament, I admit that I’m not happy about it… there’s a part of me that thinks ‘You’re good enough to win – you should win’, and that part of me is upset when I don’t.”  In WORDPLAY Payne returns to Stamford to defend the title that he won in 2004.

Merl Reagle, professional crossword constructor.  “Crosswords feed into a basic human need to figure things out,” says Reagle, whose crosswords are featured every Sunday in many of the nation’s top newspapers (including the Los Angeles Times, The San Francisco Chronicle, The Philadelphia Enquirer, The Seattle Times, and The New York Observer).  Merl does most of his puzzle constructing in a comfortable booth at his favorite diner in Tampa, FL.  

Ellen Ripstein, editor.  A resident of Manhattan, Ripstein went to the very first tournament in Stamford in 1978, and has been at almost every tournament since then.  After 18 years of finishing near the top – but never actually winning the championship – she had earned the nickname “The Susan Lucci of Crosswords.”  Finally in 2001 her dry spell ended when she took home the crown.

Al Sanders, Project Manager, Hewlett-Packard.  A resident of Fort Collins, CO, Sanders and his wife Eileen have three children.  Sanders in some ways has become the new Ellen Ripstein, finishing near the top for several years, but to date never winning the tournament.  In fact, going into the 2005 tournament, he had taken third place every year for five of the previous six tears.  The only year he didn’t take third was 2000 when he finished fourth.  “There’s just something special about actually being a champion, and I really hope sometime in the next few years I can close the deal and win one of these things.”

Will Shortz, Editor, New York Times Crossword, and National Public Radio personality.  Will Shortz has been studying, creating, and editing puzzles for his entire life.  A graduate of Indiana University, he is the only person in the world to hold a degree in Enigmatology (the study of puzzles), which he created under the auspices of the University’s General Studies Program.  A former editor at Games Magazine, Shortz was asked in 1978 to help organize the very first American Crossword Puzzle Tournament (ACPT) in Stamford, CT.  The event was originally conceived of by a member of the Stamford Marriott’s marketing department to help create business for the new hotel.  After a few years the Marriott decided to end their official involvement in the tournament, at which point Shortz took up the reigns and became – and continues to be – the director of the annual event.  The event still takes place every March (as it has since 1978) at the Stamford Marriott hotel.  The tournament featured in WORDPLAY is the 28th Annual ACPT. 

Shortz is also known to millions as National Public Radio’s “Puzzle Master,” and has been stumping listeners with various puzzles and word games on NPR’s “Weekend Edition” show since the program began in 1987.

In 1993, after the sudden death of the New York Times Crossword Editor Eugene Maleska, Shortz became only the fourth person to hold this position.  Previous editors were Margaret Petherbridge Farrar (editor from 1942-1967), Will Weng (1967-1977), and Eugene Maleska (1977-1993).

Jon Stewart, Host, “The Daily Show.”  Stewart has been a fan of The New York Times crossword puzzle for many years, and says he was surprised when he met Shortz for the first time.  “When you imagine ‘crossword guy’ you imagine he’s thirteen or fourteen inches tall… (and that he’s) someone who doesn’t care to go more than five feet without his inhaler.  And yet he’s a giant man. He’s the ‘Errol Flynn’ of crossword puzzling.”
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