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Sloan Science and Film Dialogue with Brit Marling, Mike Cahill, and Brian Greene

2011, 92 mins. 35mm print courtesy of Fox Searchlight.
Directed by Mike Cahill. Written by Mike Cahill and Brit Marling. Produced by Mike Cahill, Hunter Gray, Brit Marling, and Nicholas Shumaker. Photographed by Mike Cahill. Edited by Mike Cahill. Production design by Darsi Monaco. Art directed by Brian Rzepka. Costumes designed by Aileen Alvarez-Diana. Music by Fall on Your Sword. 

Principal cast: William Mapother (John Burroughs), Brit Marling (Rhoda Williams), Jordan Baker (Kim Williams), Flint Beverage (Robert Williams), and Robin Taylor (Jeff Williams).
Brit Marling went to Georgetown University and took a double major in economics and studio arts. There, she met Mike Cahill, who directed Another Earth. After three years of college, she dropped out and traveled to Cuba with Cahill where they collaborated on a documentary called Boxers and Ballerinas. In 2011, she was one of the Sundance Film Festival’s breakout talents, starring in, co-writing and co-producing both Sound of My Voice and the Alfred P. Sloan Feature Film prize winner, Another Earth.
Mike Cahill studied economics at Georgetown University in Washington DC, where he later worked as a field producer, cameraman, and editor for National Geographic TV & Film. He went on to produce and direct episodes of the Emmy Award–winning series True Life for MTV. Cahill made his feature-film debut with the Cuban documentary Boxers and Ballerinas. Another Earth is his first narrative feature.
Brian Greene is perhaps the best-known proponent of superstring theory. Greene was a math prodigy and a Rhodes scholar, who has written several best-selling and non-technical books on the subject, such as The Elegant Universe, a Pulitzer finalist, Aventis winner and the basis for a three-hour Nova special. He is a professor at Columbia University's Institute for Strings, Cosmology, and Astroparticle Physics.

"Now, if you shuffle that deck there's just so many orderings that can happen. If you shuffle that deck enough times, the orders will have to repeat. Similarly, with an infinite universe and only a finite number of complexions of matter, the way in which matter arranges itself has to repeat."– Brian Greene, “Fresh Air” on NPR, January 24, 2011
Selections from Brit Marling and William Mapother interview with Erin McCarthy, Popular Mechanics, April 8, 2011:

Where did this idea come from?

Brit Marling: It began with the premise: What if there were two? Then we said, [what] if there was a parallel universe—a duplicate Earth, and everybody here was also there. What if you could talk to yourself, meet yourself? And from that epic science fiction premise, the microstories became: For whom would it be the most important to encounter themselves? 

Did you research the scientific elements of the story?
BM: A lot of [the film's science] was inspired by Dr. Richard Berenson. He does these amazing astrophysics tapes that [director Mike Cahill] and I used to listen to. He's actually the narrator of the film, and the person at the end who delivers the broken mirror theory [which states that when the two Earths became aware of each other, their synchronicity was broken]. He really influenced us a lot in terms of using the cosmos as a way of opening up questions about the meaning of life and existence. In terms of research—Mike really threw himself into it. He found scientific justifications for everything: He decided that the Earth was on the other side of the sun, in superior conjunction, so we didn't see it.
Are you guys big science nerds?
William Mapother: I kind of am. I've read a lot of books about brain science, and I'm an avid reader of the Wall Street Journal's and the [New York] Times' science sections. One of the reasons I liked this film was because it engaged in some conjecture, but it’s conjecture that's not entirely impossible. You can only see 75 percent [of the way around the sun], and who knows what's on the other 25 percent? Whoever follows the development in science quickly discovers how little we know. It's almost every week, every month, there are discoveries made. 
BM: I think what's interesting about science and science fiction is that in storytelling, we're retelling the same dramas from ancient Greece. Science allows you to see a story from a new perspective, because science is always fresh, new and innovative. It's always pushing the human relationships in new directions.
Let's talk about the visual effects that you used to put Earth 2 in our sky. How did you do it?
BM: When we were first testing the concept, Mike did all the graphics himself. He would shoot the moon at night and use its movement to track the graphic of the other Earth [which he put on top of the moon]. The whole idea is to have an epic sci-fi movie where the spectacle is captured in the most beautiful [home] video ever made—making it feel more real. I actually worked with the graphics house. We took all of the images we knew we wanted Earth 2 in, and we went back a couple times, trying to get that right. It was so important that the movie have a gritty type of realism. 

As the film goes on, Earth 2 shifts closer and closer to our planet. What's the significance of that?
BM: It's drawing closer. We wanted to create this sense of doomsday-like energy. There's a feeling in the air that's end-of-the-world-y, and that sense of the looming apocalypse draws two people together to explore something that may be their last moment.
[What] about the effect, or lack thereof, on the tides? 

BM: There was a scene that got cut out, an eclipse that created this suspension of gravity for a moment—Rhoda's walking down the street and all the leaves are hovering. We ended up taking that out because it didn't quite work with the story, but we did try to think of subtle ways the Earth is impacting the community—you see people buying all that water, and a guy with a doomsday poster. We wanted it to be subtle, but you get the sense that people are behaving differently. But the tides is a good question. 

WM: I thought about that, but the problem is, would you go down that path? Because then it becomes a disaster film. You kind of hope the audience acknowledges that it's attempted verisimilitude, not verisimilitude and not reality… What I hope is that if you can believe that's there's another Earth, you can believe that there's been an alteration in the normal rules of physics. 
BM: Ultimately, having a film with a science fiction premise does encourage and excite people to go look at the actual science. People will look at this and go, "When was the last time I looked at the night sky?" We live in these cities now where, when you look up, you can't even see the cosmos. This movie will create the feeling of, when was the last time I look up and wondered about what's happening out there?
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