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SYNOPSIS 
   
When the invasion of Iraq ended no one knew what was to come. In the midst of the celebrations, Abu 
Musab al Zarqawi, the most vicious of Al Qaeda leaders, laid out his plan for the Islamic State – to 
transform the invasion into one of the most brutal conflicts our time... and to do it all on camera. 
 
FILMMAKERS: 
 

 
 
 
Michael Ware is the President/CEO of Penance Films and TV, an independent documentary film company 
based in Brisbane, Australia. Prior to forming Penance, Michael was Chief Primetime Foreign 
Correspondent for CNN, reporting from Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Lebanon, the Republic of Georgia, and 
Mexico. 
 
 

 

 

Bill Guttentag is a double Oscar-‐winning feature film and documentary writer-‐producer-‐ director. He wrote 

and directed Knife Fight (IFC) starring Rob Lowe, Julie Bowen, Carrie-‐Ann Moss, and Jamie Chung, which 

premiered at the Tribeca Film festival, and was released in 2013. He also wrote and directed LIVE!, starring 

Eva Mendes and Andre Braugher, which was produced by Mosaic Media Group and distributed domestically 

by The Weinstein Company, and its international distribution included Lionsgate (2008). 
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“I expected it to be unpleasant, I expected there to be blood and sadness, I expected 

there to be human tragedy, but also those rare luminescent flickers of triumph too, 

maybe even moments of joy, and I found all of those things.” 

 

Michael Ware on the Iraq War  

 

ABOUT THE PRODUCTION  

 

ONLY THE DEAD is the product of Australian Journalist, Michael Ware’s personal video 

archive accumulated while covering the Iraq War for Time Magazine between 2003 and 

2007. What began as a three week assignment in Baghdad to cover the invasion of Iraq 

became 7 years of Ware’s life, living in and reporting on the conflict. The hundreds of hours 

of extraordinary footage, recorded as his personal diary, was never intended to be seen by 

anyone. The thought of making this film would not cross his mind until 10 years later on 

returning home to Brisbane, Australia. Ware explains where it began; “until the war in Iraq 

I’d never held a video camera in my life, but on the front lines in Kurdistan, I was first given 

a small handi-‐cam and told where the on button was.  
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First and foremost, it was a notebook. As a Writer, it was an incredibly effective tool, 

because, amidst the confusion of a bombing, or combat, or in all sorts of circumstances, 

there’s barely enough time to scribble, but if you’ve just got the camera rolling, the story 

ends up embedded in those mini DV tapes.“  

 

These mini DV tapes Ware refers to were stored under his Mother’s bed during his 

infrequent trips back to Australia. Ware continues; “By the time I first really came home 

from war in 2010, under my Mother’s bed, was a great box of over a hundred tapes -‐ 

hundreds of hours of my Iraq war. And it wasn’t until after about a year, because that was a 

pretty difficult year, when I was attempting to write. To try and extract this thing from me 

that was the war, and to put it onto the page, and I just couldn’t do it. And then the thought 

occurred to me, I’ll watch a tape, maybe that will jar something loose. And from watching 

one, I thought I should watch the next one, and on and on. It still wasn’t for another six 

months that I’d gotten close to watching all the tapes.“  

 

Reliving the footage brought a flood of memory back to Ware, including people and events 

that he had forgotten entirely. He realized his tapes had the potential to be an account 

more powerful than the written word and so he began exploring the idea of making a film 

covering his time in Iraq. This led him to producer Paddy McDonald. Paddy McDonald 

recalls the first time he viewed the footage with Ware in a small dark room in Brisbane. “I 

was completely transported to a different place and time. It was pretty arresting stuff, 

tough stuff, but powerful, and I immediately felt that it was a story I wanted to help Mick 

bring to the screen.“  

 

He continues stating; “War reporters I find fascinating, because I find them to be very alien 

creatures, and I could never really understand how you can operate in those kinds of 

places, and here’s an ordinary guy, from the wilds of Australia, who goes to, as he puts it, 

take a ring side seat at history.”  

 

Having taken that ring side seat at history Mick’s story is one of the pursuit of the truth at 

any cost. He would put his life on the line countless times; from the day to day struggle of 

life in a warzone; to the frontlines of battle; and eventually even his own kidnap and near 

beheading at the hands of Al Qaeda -‐ and all of it was captured on tape. With such 

unflinching, unparalleled, and raw material came the realisation that a film unlike any other 

war film before lived in this footage.  

 

Ware had a very clear vision for the film that he was setting out to make but required an 

experienced filmmaking partner to help him realize this. Enter two time Oscar Winner Bill 
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Guttentag. For Guttentag it was an easy decision to get involved. He describes Ware’s 

footage as “captivating, visceral, and raw” but was equally fascinated by the story of Ware 

himself.  

 

Bill Guttentag; “There were many fine reporters who covered the war in Iraq, but I don’t 

think anyone was there as long as Mick was, and had the insights that he did. Mick Ware 

lived the war. He was out there, day after day, in battle after battle, and he was recording 

it.”  

 

The key piece of the creative teams was completed with Editor Jane Moran joining the 

team. She admits the process was a harrowing experience, not only due to the nature of 

the film but also the sheer size. Moran; “With an archival film there is always an awful lot of 

footage, and when I arrived we had 200 hours of Michael Ware’s tapes, and then we 

ordered in enormous amounts of stock footage, so there was a lot to go through.” 

 

 The culmination of a lifetimes worth of work and sacrifice was now finally underway for 

Ware. The process of making the movie had now begun in earnest. Four months later they 

emerged from the cutting room with ONLY THE DEAD. 
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