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LOGLINE 
 

The first film since Grizzly Man to show just how nature can get revenge on man when pushed 

to its limits 

 
 
SYNOPSIS 
 

Blackfish tells the story of Tilikum, a performing killer whale that killed several people while in 

captivity. Along the way, director-producer Gabriela Cowperthwaite compiles shocking footage 

and emotional interviews to explore the creature’s extraordinary nature, the species’ cruel 

treatment in captivity, the lives and losses of the trainers and the pressures brought to bear by 

the mulit-billion dollar sea-park industry.  

This emotionally wrenching, tautly structured story challenges us to consider our relationship to 

nature and reveals how little we humans have learned from these highly intelligent and 

enormously sentient fellow mammals. 

 

 

FESTIVALS: 

World Premiere:  Sundance Film Festival 2013.   

True/False 2013 

Miami Film Festival 2013 
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT - GABRIELA COWPERTHWAITE 
 
In the summer of 2010, Dawn Brancheau, a reknowned 
SeaWorld trainer, was killed by Tilikum, a 12,000-pound orca. I 
remember fragments: something about a ponytail, something 
about her slipping and falling, something about how this almost 
never happens because in these parks, the animals are happy 
and the trainers are safe. 

But something wasn’t right. Why would a highly intelligent 
animal attack its trainer – in effect, bite the hand that feeds it? I 
set out to understand this incident not as an activist, but as a 
mother (who had just taken her kids to SeaWorld) and as a 
documentary filmmaker (who can’t let sleeping dogs lie). 

I brought Manny Oteyza aboard as the film’s producer and he 
soon became my right arm. I spoke to Tim Zimmermann, who wrote a phenomenal article 
about the incident for Outside Magazine, and asked him to be my associate producer. I wrote a 
treatment and executive producer and long time friend Rick Brookwell put me in touch with 
first-time executive producers Judy Bart and Erica Kahn, who funded the film. We worked with 
cinematographers Jon Ingalls and Chris Towey with whom both Manny and I have had a 
shorthand for decades, and we set out to tell a story. What story? At that point, I hadn’t the 
foggiest clue. 

Thus began my journey of shock and discovery. 

I have made tv documentaries for 12 years but Blackfish is my second feature length 
documentary and one that I call my “labor of tough love.” I can’t say this was an easy film to 
make. For two years we were bombarded with terrifying facts, autopsy reports, sobbing 
interviewees, and unhappy animals – a place  diametrically opposite to its carefully refined 
image. But as I moved forward, I knew that we had a chance to fix some things that had come 
unraveled along the way. And that all I had to do was tell the truth. 

Thanks for watching. 

Gabrielacowperthwaite.com 
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FILMMAKERS  
 
 
Gabriela Cowperthwaite - Director 

Gabriela Cowperthwaite is a documentary filmmaker who for more than 12 years has directed, 
produced and written documentary programs for television networks including ESPN, National 
Geographic, Animal Planet, Discovery, and the History Channel. In 2010, Cowperthwaite 
completed the award-winning feature-length documentary, City LAX: An Urban Lacrosse Story. 
The film chronicles the lives of six 12-year-olds in inner-city Denver, CO, as they and their 
families struggle through middle school in their gang-ridden neighborhoods. City LAX was 
acquired by ESPN and DirectTV. 
 
In 2009, Cowperthwaite completed a film for UCLA International Medicine in conjunction with 
the International Rescue Committee, which focuses on clinics in war-torn regions, with the 
emphasis on providing ground-breaking medical care for victims of violence. It is being 
translated into three different languages and will be distributed in eight countries. 
Cowperthwaite is currently directing a campaign for Supply and Demand, a commercial 
directing agency based in New York and Los Angeles. She lives in Los Angeles with her husband 
and six-year-old twin sons. 
 

Manny Oteyza - Producer 

Manny Oteyza has produced a diverse body of work, from scripted shorts to documentary and 
fiction features. Prior to production for Blackfish, he produced Wayne Quinton: Engineering 
Life, a documentary for BYUtv; line produced Amazon Gold, a documentary short on the 
destruction of the Amazon; and a six-part webisode series, Solving for X with Bill Nye  for 
Disney. Oteyza has also served as a producer, line producer, and field producer on series for 
television networks including National Geographic Channel, Military Channel, Discovery 
Channel, and the Travel Channel.  
 
An alumnus of the American Film Institute's graduate producing program, Oteyza has worked 
on fiction films for both studios and independent companies. Upon graduation from AFI, he 
joined Danny DeVito and Michael Shamberg's production company, Jersey Films, later moving 
on to James V. Hart's Common Ground Entertainment, films for 20th Century Fox, and Sony 
Studios. Oteyza is a native of Cincinnati and earned his B.A. from Columbia College Hollywood. 
 
 

Judy Bart - Executive Producer 

A Baltimore native, Judy Bart earned her B.A. from the University of Maryland, and traveled 
worldwide before settling in Los Angeles, where she met Blackfish co-executive producer Erica 
Kahn. When their children were grown, Bart and Kahn launched Our Turn Productions to 
produce films that would both enlighten and entertain. Blackfish is their first production.  
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Bart has a large family of children, grandchildren and great grandchildren. She lives in Los 
Angeles.  
 

Erica Kahn - Executive Producer 

Erica Kahn's career has included work as a flight attendant, model, and mother of five, who 
range in age from 10 to 25.   An avid film fan, Kahn launched Our Turn Productions with co-
executive producer and longtime friend, Judy Bart, with the mission of making movies that both 
inspire and entertain. Blackfish is her first film. Kahn grew up in a small town in Minnesota. She 
lives in Los Angeles. 
 

 

Tim Zimmermann--Associate Producer/Co-Writer 

Tim Zimmermann is an award-winning Correspondent with Outside Magazine, where he writes 

about the oceans and marine life. His interest in orcas led to the 2010 publication in Outside of 

"Killer In The Pool," an investigation of the death of SeaWorld's Dawn Brancheau, and 2011's 

"Blood In The Water," which examined the death of Loro Parque killer whale trainer Alexis 

Martinez. Zimmermann's work has been published in numerous publications, including Men's 

Journal and Sports Illustrated, and prior to his work at Outside he was a Diplomatic 

Correspondent for US News & World Report. Blackfish is his first documentary project, and he 

continues to write about orcas, marine mamals, and the natural world 

atwww.timzimmermann.com. Zimmermann lives in Washington DC with his wife and two 

children. 

 

Jeff Beal - Composer 

 Composer Jeff Beal has won four Emmy awards, and has been nominated 11 times. His work 
has been heard in over 100 film and television projects, including the HBO series Rome and 
Carnivale, USA Network's Monk, and ABC's Golden Globe winner Ugly Betty. He was nominated 
"Discovery of the Year" by the World Soundtrack Academy for his score to Ed Harris' directorial 
debut, Pollock, and won a Hollywood Music Award for best score on Harris' Appaloosa. Beal's 
work has been featured in past Sundance premieres including Lauren Greenfield's The Queen of 
Versailles and William H. Macy's The Deal. 
  
Beal has also composed scores for directors including Al Pacino (Wilde Salomé), David 
Anspaugh (Little Red Wagon), Bob Balaban (Georgia O'Keeffe), and Michael Mann (Luck). He 
conducts, orchestrates, and often performs on his own scores, which make frequent use of 
chamber-size instrumentations, and are intimate, dramatically specific, and character-driven. 
Beal is currently working on David Fincher's forthcoming Netflix drama, House of Cards. 
  

http://www.timzimmermann.com/
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 Eli Despres - Editor 

Editor Eli Despres' writing and editing credits include PBS investigative journalism series Exposé: 
America's Investigative Reports, TLC series Sheer Dallas, ESPNU feature documentary City LAX: 
An Urban Lacrosse Story, documentary short At Risk,  and the fiction feature Wilderness 
Survival for Girls, which he also directed. Despres lives in Los Angeles with his wife and two 
children. 
  
 
Jonathan Ingalls - Cinematographer  

 Jonathan Ingalls has traveled across the United States, Latin America, Africa, Europe, Asia, and 
the Middle East to work on a wide range of projects, from verité-style documentaries to 
educational films, and on narrative shorts and features. Among them, he has produced and 
directed several documentary series including A&E's Crime 360, for which he spent a year 
embedded with a police homicide and CSI unit. Ingalls also wrote and directed the dramatic 
short, A Father Taken, which was an official selection at numerous international film festivals 
including the Dubai and Damascus, and was the winner of the Audience Award for the Best 
Short Film at Newport Beach Film Festival 2008. In addition, he has directed re-enactments 
portraying the suffering of phobia victims for National Geographic Channel’s series Total Fear, 
and was a researcher and writer on the network's Microkillers, a series about the scienceof 
infectious diseases. Ingalls earned degrees in biology and cinema at the University of Southern 
California.   
  
 
Christopher Towey -  Director of Photography 

Chris Towey has worked in the film industry for nearly three decades. During the past 12 years, 
he has traveled worldwide shooting for television, corporate, and feature films. Towey has 
served as the director of photography on feature-length documentaries including Finding 
Hillywood, which profiles a new generation of Rwandan storytellers; Bear Trek, which follows a 
biologist as he researches bears and climate change in Alaska and Peru; and Trade Off, which 
examines World Trade Organization and its impact leading up to the 1999 Seattle riots, and was 
an official selection at film festivals in Canada and the U.S. 
 
Towey has also shot dozens of commercials and television programs for networks including 
MSNBC, National Geographic, E!, PBS Nature, Discovery Channel, History Channel, and the BBC. 
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“BLACKFISH” 
 

CREDITS 

 

Directed by 

GABRIELA COWPERTHWAITE 

 

Produced by 

MANUEL V. OTEYZA 

 

Executive Produced by 

JUDY BART 

ERICA KAHN 

 

Edited by 

ELI DESPRES 

 

Associate Produced by 

TIM ZIMMERMANN 

 

Written by 

GABRIELA COWPERTHWAITE 

ELI DESPRES 

 

Cinematography by 

JONATHAN INGALLS 

CHRISTOPHER TOWEY 

 

Music Composed by 

JEFF BEAL 

 

Location Sound by 

JEFF STONE 
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