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SYNOPSIS
I AM AN ANIMAL offers a fascinating look at the woman behind PETA, the radical organization that has become the world’s largest and most influential animal rights group.  For the past 27 years, Ingrid Newkirk and People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals have tirelessly attacked one of the pillars of civilization: mankind’s dominance over and exploitation of animals.  Taking full advantage of the unprecedented access he gained to Newkirk and the inner-workings of her organization, director Matthew Galkin explores PETA’s ideology and often militant tactics, which he deftly counterbalances with the voices of some of PETA’s most vociferous critics.  But Galkin also focuses on  its co-founder’s personality and motivations, making I AM AN ANIMAL an intimate, provocative profile of one woman’s very public war against man’s inhumanity to animals.
ABOUT THE FILM

Ingrid Newkirk may well be the most influential person you’ve never heard of.  As president and co-founder of PETA, Newkirk has engineered campaigns that have made headlines for over 25 years in the name of animal rights.  I AM AN ANIMAL:  THE STORY OF INGRID NEWKIRK AND PETA is the first-ever portrait of a very private person committed to a very public cause.

I AM AN ANIMAL offers a candid and introspective look at the beliefs and motives of Newkirk.  Through exclusive interviews with Newkirk, PETA employees, and supporters and critics alike, the film offers a glimpse of the inner workings of her controversial animal-rights group.  The film includes often-graphic footage of animal cruelty that fuels many of Newkirk’s campaigns against research facilities, meat-processing factories and clothing stores around the world.  The filmmakers follow a number of animal rescue operations, including a high profile one at an undercover turkey processing plant, and they document the planning and implementation of a red-paint fuelled media stunt at a Jean-Paul Gautier store in Paris.
Headquartered in Norfolk, VA, PETA has 300 employees and an annual operating budget of $25 million, most of which comes from private donations.  Though many know about PETA, few are familiar with Newkirk, who co-founded the organization in 1980 with Alex Pacheco (who is no longer with PETA, but is interviewed here.)  Under her watch, PETA implemented a high-risk, high-publicity policy of animal-abuse investigations, and protests against offending groups – earning Newkirk the contempt of nearly as many people as those who support her.
Newkirk herself works 18-hour days and lives alone in a one-bedroom apartment with few possessions.  She publicly hopes mad-cow disease will ravage the country; she believes a cure for AIDS is not worth a monkey’s life; and when she dies, she wants her skin to be turned into wallets, her feet into umbrella stands, and her flesh into “Newkirk Nuggets” to be grilled on a barbeque – all as a statement of animal solidarity.
Without question, the direction and strategies of PETA are a direct reflection of its single-minded leader, who is both revered and despised for her uncompromising beliefs in the rights of animals, and her willingness to cross taboos and offend numerous groups to make her point.
SOME QUESTIONS FOR “I AM AN ANIMAL”

DIRECTOR MATTHEW GALKIN

Tell us about why you wanted to make this film.  Why Ingrid and PETA?

There were a number of things that attracted me to Ingrid and PETA as a subject for a film.  They are highly controversial in their beliefs and in their tactics for spreading these beliefs.  Ingrid’s objective in work and in life -- one that drives her every minute of her day -- is to end all animal suffering at the hands of humans.  That is a virtually impossible mission given how reliant we are on animals for everything in our lives, but in the face of such a steep climb, she is absolutely relentless.  So that kind of “David vs. Goliath” struggle was fascinating to explore. PETA is aggressive and its marketing tactics are obscene and offensive to a lot of people. Yet Ingrid has grown PETA into the largest animal rights group in the world.  People seem to either hate them or love them and that kind of divide is attractive to me.

How did you get such up close access to Ingrid and the people at PETA?

Initially, I dealt with PETA’s communications department. They were gun-shy, and with good reason: they have a long history of being scorched by the media.  What was shocking to me was that no one had ever approached them about making the kind of film I was proposing, and they seemed intrigued by the idea of a film that wanted to take an honest look at their struggle. 
Like any corporation -- and PETA is essentially a corporation -- it took a while to peel back the layers and finally sit down with Ingrid herself.  I eventually got the green light -- she was on a book tour in the West -- so I flew to Salt Lake City from New York to have lunch with her.  I told her that I wanted to take an unbiased look at her and PETA and that while it might not always be a flattering portrayal, it would be honest.  I stressed that I was not interested in making a PSA for PETA, nor was I interested in smearing them.  I wanted to tell the story from the inside out, and in order to do this I needed real access to her private life and to the inner-workings of PETA.  She agreed in principle but it took many months of shooting until I felt I was really inside both the organization and her life.  She’s immensely private and not one to trust easily, but for whatever reason, she eventually trusted me enough to go there.

Once you negotiated the access and started shooting, did you get the feeling they were trying to ‘manage’ you?  Were there any conflicts?

One of the real challenges we faced initially was breaking through the highly polished, ‘media-trained’ Ingrid Newkirk, a spokeswoman for an organization, who goes on MSNBC or appears on talk shows with the sole purpose of being “on message.” I wanted to make a film about her and what drives her, to try and tap into the emotion that I sensed was raging just beneath the surface.  So breaking through that was a challenge, but I think we got there eventually. 
The first real interview I did with her took five hours to complete, and we never used it in the film. When we started cutting it, we realized that Ingrid had given us very polished, studied answers to the questions -- the same answers she had given to everyone else for twenty-five years.  So I convinced her to do it again and again, until we exposed something more genuine.

What was your first impression of Ingrid?  Did you find her at all intimidating?

I liked her immediately.  I met up with her in Salt Lake City at a book signing and afterwards we had lunch. She was the opposite of intimidating: instead she was courteous, soft-spoken, funny, and obviously highly intelligent. Her gentleness surprised me at first, but it actually made her that much more compelling to me. Having known that she was highly driven and had a lot rage inside her, this conflict in her personality, just made me want to make the film even more.

Did it change while you made the movie?

My impression of Ingrid definitely changed over the course of making the film. It had to, if I were to do my job properly. ​ I knew when I met her that there was more to Ingrid than she let on in that initial meeting. She is certainly all of those things she was that first day, but she’s also far more complex than that.  She seems to operate on a different plain than anyone I’ve ever met.

You’ve said that you are the first person you believe that Ingrid has allowed inside her apartment, including, we understand, her colleagues at PETA.  Why do you think she is such a private person and why do you think she granted you the access?

I don’t think Ingrid needs the same kind of relationships in her life that I, or most people, do.  That’s not to say she doesn’t have friends, but I’m assuming people aren’t invited into Ingrid’s house because she doesn’t want them there.  They would simply be a distraction from what is really important to her. I think even now, after spending every waking moment advocating on behalf of animals, she feels like she isn’t doing enough; e.g. how could I sit around sipping wine with a co-worker, when there is real work to be done?  She has got an unwavering focus on what is important to her. That being said, I guess she trusted me enough to let me in and I’m sure she realized that any intimacy the audience feels with her would only serve the film.  

The film gives a chance for Ingrid’s critics to question her methods.  Was that important to you, and did Ingrid know you were interviewing them?
In keeping the film balanced, it was crucial that we hear from people outside the organization.  Ingrid knew we would be talking to adversaries in the biomedical field and the food industry, etc.  But I think she was a little surprised that we interviewed people from other animal rights organizations to gage how PETA is viewed within their own world.  On any talk show or news show, it’s always Ingrid vs. animal-exploiting industry person.  But there are many more nuanced points to be made by people who seem to share the same goals as Ingrid, but who might be critical of PETA’s methods.  Ultimately, it makes the film less black and white -- less for or against -- and it allows us to get into more subtle arguments about PETA and the animal rights movement in general.
How did you come to pursue people like Bill Maher for interviews, and was there anyone you wanted to interview that you couldn’t get?

Bill Maher is a PETA supporter and we knew he could speak intelligently on the topic.  Obviously, he’s well versed in speaking about hot-button issues and we felt he could talk specifically to PETA’s ability to get face time in the media. All the interviews in the film were set-up on an as-needed basis.  We were very careful not to load up on interviews with PETA supporters because Ingrid is such a powerful presence in the film, we felt that hearing from people about how great PETA is would just tip the scales.
 
We tried desperately to get certain corporations and organizations, ones that are targeted by Ingrid and the group throughout the film, to go on record and speak about their experiences with PETA.  Ultimately, very few were willing to step forward and lay it bare - it was quite frustrating for the entire production team. There were other people we wanted in the film but for whatever reason they were unavailable.  We would have loved to have had Michael Pollan or Eric Schlosser participate in the film, as they both could have talked intelligently about the relationship between humans, animals and food, but neither one was available. But ultimately I think we struck a good balance.
One of the most moving stories had to do with the dog Ingrid rescued and then had to euthanize.  What kind of impact did making this movie have on you personally?

Educating myself on the entire animal rights movement and the industries that rely on animals and animal products to sustain themselves was eye opening for me. Before this film, I had barely considered animals in my life, other than as pets. I have much more compassion now and am constantly aware of our relationship to animals.  Filming Ingrid in North Carolina with the rescued pit bull was incredibly sad.  Obviously, the dog’s situation was horrible, but watching Ingrid scurrying about, sweeping up dog shit, feeding someone else’s animal, I felt her sadness and desperation that day like I hadn’t felt before.  She’s the head of the largest animal rights organization in the world, and here she is, spending her day dealing with one neglected dog in North Carolina. I think that although she wants to keep her focus on the animal rights movement as a general concept, she can’t help but get weighed down by the suffering of each individual animal.

You were ‘along for the ride’ as PETA mounted a protest at the Gaultier boutique in Paris. You obviously had to be really, really discreet about shooting there so as not to tip them off and you were in on the whole planning of the event.  Did you ever worry about somehow becoming complicit in your subjects’ cause?

Filming both the Gaultier protest and the Butterball investigation posed challenges to the production. They were both situations where the identity of the people involved could not be compromised so I was given as little information as possible by PETA, while still having us informed enough to show up and be where we needed to be.  We never aided them in any way during either process, but obviously we had some knowledge of what was about to go down.  It’s tricky because you develop relationships with your subjects and it was certainly challenging at times to keep our distance from the investigator while he was having such a rough go of it.  It’s such a moral tightrope ​as a filmmaker; I secretly want drama and I want everything to go haywire because its potentially good for the film, but when it does, its difficult to watch people suffering though the lens of a camera. Watching Ingrid and her gang getting hauled off by the French police was a great shot for the film, but half of me wanted to go bail her out of prison after it was done.  

SELECTED QUOTES ABOUT  NEWKIRK AND PETA IN “I AM AN ANIMAL”

Alex Pacheco, Co-founder, PETA: "We started PETA because animals were enslaved... You can judge a group by their enemies - every butcher hates PETA. 
Wayne Pacelle, CEO, Humane Society: "PETA came in as a group of shock troops, believing we needed a new level of intensity... The opposition often makes PETA the norm for animals rights groups - and that can't help... We can't win these battles by harassing and threatening.  Tactically idiotic.  Retards our progress.  Our tactics need to be ethically consistent.  In too many cases she has allowed the opposition to marginalize the organization."
Priscilla Feral, President of Friends of Animals: "They were young, energetic people who were edgy, and wanted their own brand of activism... Attention makes you good at being a media slut – [but] is that what's good for animals?  PETA uses people as props to promote animal rights - you cannot do that and expect to advance an ethical cause.”
Bill Maher: "We have all crossed a line.  If you don't cross a line, you don't know where it is." 
John D. Young, Director of Comparative Medicine, Cedars-Sinai Medical Center: "The leadership of PETA is less interested in helping animals then in removing any association between humans and animals.  They exist because Ingrid Newkirk is very good at marketing.”
Abraham Foxman, President, Anti Defamation League: "PETA has compared the slaughter of animals to that of the Jews.  This is hurtful and trivializes the Holocaust.  Is this the only way to express animal advocacy?”


Pamela Anderson: "Ingrid Newkirk is a remarkable woman.  Without her we wouldn't be here.  She is the hope for animals." 
ABOUT THE SUBJECT
Ingrid E. Newkirk is president and cofounder of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) and the author of a new book, Let’s Have a Dog Party! (October 2007). Her other books include 50 Awesome Ways Kids Can Help Animals, Making Kind Choices, PETA’s Celebrity Cookbook, 250 Things You Can Do to Make Your Cat Adore You and Free the Animals.
Newkirk began her work fighting against cruelty to animals as a Maryland state law enforcement officer and was director of cruelty investigations for the Washington, DC, Humane Society/SPCA. Since founding PETA in 1980, she has coordinated the first arrest of a scientist on cruelty-to-animals charges in US history, helped pass the first anti-cruelty law in Taiwan and created the first spay/neuter clinic in Washington, DC. She spearheaded a successful campaign to close a US Department of Defence underground “wound laboratory” and has initiated many other campaigns against animal abuse, including a campaign that ended General Motors’ crash tests on animals.

Newkirk’s work has made the front pages of The Washington Post and other national newspapers. She was named one of the top businesspeople of the year in Forbes magazine, and she has been profiled in The New Yorker, People magazine and other publications. 

When it comes to battling cruelty to animals, she is considered fearless and relentless. 

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS

Matthew Galkin (director / producer) –– Matthew’s career was jumpstarted in 1995 when his short student film Man Down by won top honors at that year’s Hamptons International Film Festival.  It’s therefore appropriate that his first film as solo director, I AM AN ANIMAL, is having its World Premiere there.
 
With Steven Cantor, Galkin directed and produced loudQUIETloud, a documentary chronicling The Pixies’ 2004 reunion tour. Galkin recently directed (with James Murphy) the music video for LCD Soundsystem’s “Disco Infiltrator.”  Prior to that, he produced HBO’s documentary series Family Bonds and co-produced John Landis’s IFC film SLASHER in 2003.  In the fall of 2002, he served as associate producer on Martin Scorsese’s “The Blues: Five Riffs,” part of the PBS series The Blues, which screened at the 2003 Sundance Film Festival.  
 
Currently, Galkin is the co-executive producer and director of KIMORA: Life In the Fab Lane, a reality series about Baby Phat Jean Co. head Kimora Lee Simmons. He was born in Providence, Rhode Island and raised in Shaker Heights, Ohio.  He resides in Brooklyn, NY with his wife, graphic designer Chloe Weiss.
STEVEN CANTOR (producer) is the founder of Stick Figure Productions.

Steven received a 1994 Academy Award nomination for producing and directing the short documentary, “Blood Ties: The Life and Work of Sally Mann,” about the controversial photographer; and a 2003 Emmy Award nomination for producing the feature “Devil’s Playground,” about the rebellious tendencies of Amish youth. He also received an Emmy award for his film “Willie Nelson: Still Is Still Moving,” part of the 2003 PBS American Masters series.

Steven directed the feature length documentary “What Remains,” for HBO, revisiting Sally Mann to follow the creation of her latest body of work, which premiered at the Sundance Film Festival in 2006 and aired on HBO to critical acclaim. 

More recently, Cantor directed JAMES BLUNT: RETURN TO KOSOVO, which was his second film to be showcased at the SXSW Film Festival.  In 2005, he produced and directed loudQUIETloud about the reunion of the rock band, Pixies. 

Steven executive produced and directed the HBO series Family Bonds, about a family of bail bondsmen and bounty hunters in Queens.  The series made its mark as the first documentary series ever to air as part of HBO’s acclaimed Sunday night line-up of original programming. 

Additionally, he executive produced such reality series as “Amish in the City,” a UPN reality series which drew some the network’s highest ratings ever, “# 1 Single” for E! starring Lisa Loeb; and “The Biz,” a hit on-line show for AOL and Warner Music to find the next music mogul.  In addition, he has directed commercials for Porsche, Dasani, and David Barton Gym.

Steven is a graduate of Colgate University and the USC School of Cinema/Television.  He is married to the French-Canadian born jewelry designer Sonya Gauthier and they live in New York with their daughter, Clara Blue. 

MIKAELA BEARDSLEY (producer) has been working in film and television for over 12 years. She is currently producing a new documentary by Martin Scorsese on filmmaker Val Lewton, which will air on TCM. 

Prior to joining Stick Figure Productions, Beardsley was the supervising producer on the seven-part series “Martin Scorsese Presents: The Blues,” which aired on PBS in 2003.  Her credits include two HBO films (“Gladiator Days: Anatomy of a Prison Murder” and “Soldiers in the Army of God”) as well as numerous PBS shows (“Speak Truth to Power,” a PBS special on human rights activists; “Twilight: Los Angeles,” the film adaptation of Anna Deavere Smith's play; and the four-part series “The Irish in America” (for which she won an Emmy-nomination for outstanding research). 

Beardsley began her television career at WGBH-TV in Boston, where she wrote and produced video segments for WGBH's Interactive Projects division.  She graduated magna cum laude from Princeton University with a degree in comparative literature.

PAX WASSERMAN (producer) has been working in film and television for over a dozen years, following his graduation from UC Santa Barbara film school in 1993Having begun his career as an editor on films including “Devil's Playground,” “Willie Nelson: Still Is Still Moving,” “What Remains” (also producer) and the HBO series “Family Bonds.”  Pax has more recently moved into the role of producer on the documentaries loudQUIETloud and I AM AN ANIMAL.
TIM K. SMITH (editor) started his career as an Art Director / Production Designer working in film and television after his graduation from NYU Film School in 1994. This included dozens of television programs, independent features and music videos, working with such companies as Good Machine, HBO, Nickelodeon and MTV.  After six years, he made the unusual transition to editing. Since then he has cut numerous television programs working both as an editor and supervising editor for PBS, Food network, IFC, Sundance Channel, Comedy Central and many others.  Tim is proud to have been a part of the process of making "I AM AN ANIMAL", his first feature documentary.  He is currently editing a documentary following the struggle of Kurdish woman in Iraq.  
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