A wonderous story that captures the
mysterious inner world of a child’s imagination
at the brink of scientific discovery.

DIRECTORS STATEMENT
I first learned about the Fly Room laboratory during a genetics seminar in
graduate school. The boys in the lab, supervised by Thomas Hunt Morgan,
worked on fruit flies and were the main forces behind the birth of modern
genetics. My attention was caught by Calvin Bridges, a James Dean-flavored
scientist whose quest for genetic answers clouded his ability to connect
emotionally. While I was researching this historical era of science, I started
my own research on fruit flies. A few years into my PhD, I serendipitously
met Betsey, the 95-year old daughter of Calvin Bridges.
The Fly Room feature was born from a series of conversations with
Betsey. After telling her about my work on flies, she opened up about her
relationship with her father. I was compelled by the intimate tragedy of a
little girl trying to decipher her father while he was simultaneously trying
to decipher the genetic code. Her stories are charged with emotion and
provide a complex view of her father and his scientific world.
Late at night in bed, an 8-year-old boy turns on the lights of his ‘Read-inthe-Dark’ glasses, the winner of the honorary invention award at the 1988
Brooklyn Prospect Park Science Fair. A 25-year-old graduate student in
New York brings a girl into the dark microscope room and, with sweaty,

nervous hands typical of a first date, adjusts the microscope’s focus/zoom
to reveal the fluorescently-lit cells of the fruit fly eye. Science in some way,
shape or form has been present in the most vivid moments of my life.
Telling stories about science and technology and how they relate to our
everyday lives has been my true calling. Science, film and a few drops of
imagination constitute the perfect mélange to convey the most personal
stories about my life. During my PhD when I was asked “why do you work
on fruit flies,” I made my first documentary. Called A Fruit Fly in New
York, it illustrated the connections between the fruit fly, genetics and New
York City, from the point of view of a young scientist.
Ten years later, I embark on the most important film project to date.
My first feature, The Fly Room, blends my passions for research and
filmmaking and resonates with me in many ways. It straddles the lines
of documentary and fiction, mixing objective scientific perspectives with
surreal and magical worlds, and also breaks down the stereotypes about
scientists making them more human and relatable.

-Alexis Gambis

“ The legendary Fly Room will be re-created,
with brass-knobbed microscopes and hundreds
of insect-filled milk bottles. “

SYNOPSIS
During her first visit to an insect lab where her father is deciphering the
fundamental laws of genetics, 10-year-old Betsey is initially reluctant to
enter this fly world but eventually steps in deeply, receiving an unorthodox
education. She is both perplexed and fascinated by how her father applies
his genetic research to his games of seduction. In the heat of his excitement,
Calvin crosses the line leaving young Betsey traumatized by the time spent
with him. Glimpses of Betsey at 21, mourning her father’s death, and in old
age reveal how this complex relationship, both nourishing and damaging,
informs her transition to adult life.

brings out in all of us and she allows us to move freely back and forth
between the pragmatic scientific space and a magical realm where flies and
humans mingle. Uninhibited by her struggle to understand the oddities
that inhabit the unfamiliar scientific laboratory, Betsey asks questions that
clarify difficult scientific concepts. At the forefront of the film is a dramatic
narrative about a girl’s quest to understand her father through his research,
but the story at the same time emphasizes the importance of model
organisms, such as the fly, in understanding universal laws of science and
how that speaks to our identity and who we are.

THE STORY

By revisiting her memories at the time of her father’s death, the twenty-one
year old Betsey acknowledges the impact that her father’s work in genetics
had and the irony of his inability to understand his genetic role within
the family. Betsey is ultimately able to resolve the confusion about her
relationship with her father and, by escaping painful memories from their
time together, grant herself the freedom to evolve beyond her tormented
childhood and pursue a life of her own with her fiancé Ed. For her 95th
birthday, Betsey surrounds herself with her children, grandchildren and
great-grandchildren, demonstrating the true emotional depth and power
that genetics can hold.

The Fly Room is a sweeping, yet intimate portrait of the complicated
relationship between Calvin Bridges, father of modern genetics, and his
wide-eyed, ten-year-old daughter Betsey. The story helps bring to life one
of the most important scientific laboratories of the 20th Century, taking
place predominantly in one location: the original Fly Room laboratory
at Columbia University. The story is portrayed from Betsey’s perspective
at the ages of ten and twenty-one, with a coda featuring the real Betsey
at ninety-five. The younger Betsey personifies the curiosity that science

Based on a true story of a little girl,
her dad, and the terrifyingly magical
world of science.

MAKING HISTORY
It all began as a dingy closet-like space at Columbia University from 1911
to 1928 run by Thomas Hunt Morgan. It was here that the basic laws
that govern heritability and the passing of traits were discovered – work
that would eventually win their lab a Nobel Prize in 1933 and formed
the foundation of the genetic discoveries that continue today. The men
and women behind this groundbreaking work were the pioneers of a new
frontier in science, making the rules up as they worked and fostering a
democratic atmosphere open to new ideas and unconventional thinking,
which became a standard in laboratory research in practice today. There
was an almost Rashomon-like aspect to Columbia University’s famous
Fly Room in the early 1900s. Overseen by Thomas Hunt Morgan, the
atmosphere was described by resident scientist Alfred Sturtevant as
“Arcadian” — “what mattered was to get ahead with the work” and there
was a democratic and “a give-and-take atmosphere.”Work proceeded
quickly in the overheated atmosphere of the Fly Room. Morgan himself
explained that “…our proximity to each other led to cooperation in
everything that went on.”

THE TRUE STORY
Betsey was ten when she first visited the lab with her father. She remembers
it being very dark and cluttered and vividly recalls the putrid smell of
bananas. Fruit flies failed to interest her. “The Fly Room was so full of
stuff that did not particularly intrigue me at all, as a girl especially,” she
remarks, laughing. Lining up in the hallway were these human embryos in
jars, representing the stages of fetal development. Betsey remembers the Fly
Room being jumbled, crowded, an unattractive place. But even as a child,
she recognized the significance of the room and she’s aware today that to
her father there was a sacred order to the objects, with each one holding a
special place, even if that order was invisible to the untrained eye.

THE BUZZ

“Exploring The Fly Room and the
foundation of modern genetics: An
unlikely collaboration between science and
art results in the recreation of a turn-ofthe-century laboratory filled with fruit
flies.” Amy Kraft | Feb. 11, 2014

“A Fly On The Wall: A geneticist-turnedfilmmaker is making a movie set in
Columbia University’s famous Fly Room,
where the foundations for modern genetics
were laid.” Dan Cossins Jul. 17 2013

“No one ever imagined that this claustrophobic
space, overflowing with mutant red-eyed fruit
flies would gain so much fame”.
Carin Bondar | February 25, 2013”

“Science on Celluloid: Scientist?
Filmmaker? Alexis Gambis welcomes both
labels and show the world of science as he
sees it. | Feb. 28, 2013”

“The feature film ‘The fly room’ focuses on
the relationship between one of Morgan’s
students, Calvin Bridges, and his 10 year
old daughter...” | July 24th, 2013

“The project has come together with help from
art world notables. Artist Dustin Yellin donated
Pioneer Works for the building of the set and
exhibition; Spike Lee, Gambis’ advisor at
NYU’s Film School, gave the project a $10,000
grant. A gracious Gambis bestowed Lee with
a fruit fly drawing that now hangs in his office
next to a photograph of Michael Jackson.”
Ruth Reader | July 22, 2013”

“Forget dry documentaries, it’s character
and imagination that brings science to life
in film” Amanda Gefter | Oct. 10, 2009

“The Science of Movies? A Film Festival
Judges Just That: When Alexis Gambis
fell in love with fruit flies, it was a difficult
relationship to explain to his friends. So he
turned the lab where he was studying the
flies’ genome sequences into a studio and
made a film about his passion. Rachel Lee
Harris | Oct. 13, 2011”

BRIDGING THE GAP BETWEEN SCIENCE AND ART
Imaginal Disc is a international production company specializing in the
production of scientific films, art/music videos and series that emphasize
original and visual storytelling. iD’s mission is to bridge the gap between
the scientific and the artistic community, to break scientific stereotypes and
conventions and to focus on the creative dimensions of scientific research.
As an eye imaginal disc in the insect larva, iD Productions start from
precursor cells (script) and carefully monitor the proper development
of the visual system until cells are fully mature and equipped for sight
(production). iD ensures an organic real-time quality to its work. iD
productions remain true to the scientific process without resorting to
intensive and oftentimes artificial post-production effects for scientific
expression.

imaginal disc

\ i -ˈ ma - jə - nəl \ \ disk \

there are pairs of discs that will form, for instance, the wings or
legs or antennae or other structures in the adult. During the
pupal stage, many larval structures are broken down, and adult
structures, including the discs, undergo rapid development.
Each disc everts and elongates, with the central portion of the disc
becoming the distal part of whichever appendage, wing, leg,
antenna, etc., it is forming. During the larval stage, the cells in
the growing disc appear undifferentiated, but their developmental
fate in the adult is already determined.

CONTACT IMAGINAL DISC AT

info@imaginaldisc.com
VISIT

www.imaginaldisc.com
An imaginal disc is one of the parts of a holometabolous insect larva
that will become a portion of the outside of the adult insect during
the pupal transformation. Contained within the body of the larva,
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