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L O G L I N E

S H O R T  S Y N O P S I S

A  young  c i rcus  pe r fo rme r ,  Poppy  Valen t i ne ,  is  s tuck  unde r  the  ha r sh  demands  of  he r  fa the r

and  the i r  commun i ty 's  expec ta t i ons .  But  wh i le  on  a  qu i ck  n igh t  out  to  l e t  l oose  and  have

some  fun  w i th  he r  f r i ends ,  she  f inds  he r se l f  cap t iva ted  by  smal l - town  Ame r i ca ,  wh ich  then

fo rces  he r  to  ques t i on  eve ry th ing .

Poppy  Valen t i ne ,  a  young  c i rcus  pe r fo rme r  who  has  g rown  up  i n  he r  fami ly 's  t rave l ing  c i rcus ,

has  neve r  d reamed  of  wha t  l i f e  wou l d  be  l i ke  outs i de  of  i t s  fences .  Howeve r ,  now  i n  he r  mid-

20 's  and  w i th  mo re  unwe lcomed  respons i b i l i ty  we igh ing  he r  down ,  she 's  despe ra te  to  f i gure

out  i f  th is  l i f e  is  fo r  he r .  As  she  s l ow ly  beg ins  to  take  t ime  fo r  he r se l f ,  f ind ing  i ndependence

and  even  l ove ,  she  s t ra ins  he r  re la t i onsh ip  w i th  those  a round  he r  i n  the  t i gh t -kn i t  c i rcus

commun i ty .  In  the  end ,  amids t  he r  ove rp ro tec t ive  fa the r ,  s t ress fu l  c i rcus  expec ta t i ons ,  and

he r  b lossoming  cur i os i ty  fo r  a  l i f e  of  he r  own ,  she  must  f ind  a  way  to  be  happy .   



L O N G  S Y N O P S I S
Poppy  Valent ine  is  a  24-year  old  balloon  animal  art ist ,  whose  one-

of-a-kind  creat ions  are  one  of  the  travel ing  circus ’  main

attract ions ,  as ide  from  her  father ’s  night ly  magic  show .  Dark

Valent ine ,  her  father ,  who ’s  spent  the  major ity  of  his  l i fe  running

the  circus  that  was  handed  down  to  him ,  has  now  become

dis i l lus ioned  w ith  its  shortcomings .  Stopping  the  show  for  the  off-

season ,  the  Valent ines  and  their  circus  community  must  now  pack

up  and  head  to  their  newest  locat ion ,  which  is  current ly  undecided .

This  t ime  of  l imbo  causes  Dark  to  add  unnecessary  pressure  and

respons ib i l ity  onto  Poppy 's  shou lders .  Unsure  of  how  to  meet  her

father 's  expectat ions ,  Poppy  starts  to  wonder  what  l i fe  wou ld  be

l ike  w ithout  them .

 

The  opportunity  to  explore  her  feel ings  further  ar ises  when  she

runs  a  late-night  errand ,  picking  up  gas  at  a  local  stat ion  nearby .

There ,  she  runs  into  Drew ,  a  cute  and  fr iendly  local  who  is  a  few

years  older  than  her  and  talks  too  much .  Taking  him  up  on  his

offer ,  she  accepts  a  r ide  from  him  back  to  her  circus  locat ion .  They

qu ickly  bu i ld  a  mutual  connect ion  and  Drew  gives  her  his  number

before  depart ing .



Distracted  from  her  interact ion  w ith  Drew ,  Poppy  accidental ly  leaves  the  front  gate  of  the

circus  unlocked  and  open ,  al low ing  for  a  late-night  vandal izat ion  to  destroy  some  of  their

tents  and  equ ipment .  Putt ing  two  and  two  together ,  Dark  discovers  it  was  Poppy ’s  fau lt  the

gate  was  not  locked .  With  that  informat ion ,  he  forces  her  to  clean  the  mess  up  by  herself

in  the  blaz ing  heat .  From  this ,  she  becomes  fed  up ,  choos ing  to  have  a  night  out  away  from

the  circus  w ith  her  closest  fr iends ,  Sadie  and  Lala .  Towards  the  end  of  their  fun ,  eventfu l

night ,  they  run  into  Drew  once  more .  The  energy  between  Poppy  and  Drew  cont inues  to

blossom  into  something  more  int imate ,  and  by  the  t ime  they  arr ive  back  at  the  circus ,

Poppy  has  a  taste  of  what  happiness  and  independence  might  feel  l ike .  

She  cont inues  to  go  out ,  but  alone  now ,  and  she  eventual ly  gets  caught  by  Dark .  Their

argument  pushes  Poppy  further  away  and  makes  Dark  more  desperate  to  keep  Poppy  close .

However ,  the  weight  of  her  act ions  causes  the  community  to  ostracize  her .  Feel ing  the

isolat ion ,  she  seeks  a  chance  to  f ind  that  happiness  again  and  attends  a  party  Drew  inv ited

her ,  Lala ,  and  Sadie  to .  At  the  small  party ,  cons ist ing  of  just  them ,  Drew ,  and  two  of

Drew 's  fr iends ,  Poppy  f inds  what  she  is  looking  for  and  the  connect ion  between  her  and

Drew  bu i lds  into  something  more  phys ical .  When  they  return  to  the  group ,  however ,

miscommunicat ions  and  a  reveal  of  Poppy 's  decis ion  to  leave  the  circus  cause  the

foundat ion  of  her  fr iendships  to  become  unstable .  Sadie  puts  up  a  f ight ,  w ith  Lala  behind

her ,  backing  Poppy  into  a  corner .  With  things  start ing  to  fal l  apart ,  Poppy  shifts  and  knows

what  she  needs  to  do .  

 

Poppy  returns  to  the  circus ,  hav ing  decided  it ’s  t ime  to  start  a  new  l i fe  for  herself .  She  and

Dark  confront  each  other  and  their  roles  in  the  dissolut ion  of  their  family .  Feel ing  hurt  and

betrayed  by  Poppy 's  confrontat ion ,  Dark  doesn 't  give  her  more  t ime  to  work  things  out  and

leaves  her  in  tears .  He  leaves  her  w ith  the  gu i lt  of  how  she 's  chosen  to  abandon  everyone

and  everything .  

Poppy ,  total ly  alone  now ,  makes  her  way  back  into  town ,  stopping  at  a  cheap  motel  to

s leep .  For  the  f irst  t ime  in  her  l i fe ,  she 's  anx ious  and  has  no  idea  what 's  to  come  next ,

however ,  the  motel  owner  sees  Poppy 's  distress  and  offers  a  helping  hand .  And  while  it

doesn 't  solve  al l  of  Poppy 's  problems ,  she  feels  a  sense  of  hope .

L O N G  S Y N O P S I S C o n t .



T R A I L E R

https://vimeo.com/665041370


D I R E C T O R ' S  S T A T E M E N T
Balloon  Animal  is  a  story  grounded  in  fantasy  and  real ism  set  against  the

backdrop  of  a  lackluster  circus  and  a  v ibrant  small  town .  While  the  circus

evokes  feel ings  of  whimsy  and  excitement ,  this  f i lm  chal lenges  those

not ions  in  a  v isual  and  thought-provoking  way .  By  present ing  the

perspect ive  of  a  woman  who  has  fal len  out  of  love  w ith  the  circus  because

she 's  seen  behind  its  curtains ,  we  give  our  audience  context  and  reason  as

to  why  the  fantasy  no  longer  ex ists  there .  

Balloon  Animal  plays  w ith  themes  of  ident ity ,  independence ,  famil ial

expectat ions ,  and  sacr i f ice .  Throughout  Poppy 's  journey  of  rebell ion ,  love ,

and  self-discovery ,  we  are  introduced  to  the  burdens  that  lead  her  to

sacr i f ice  close  relat ionships  to  take  back  the  power  to  create  her  own

future  and  f ind  her  own  freedoms .

As  a  wr iter  and  director ,  my  f i lms  al l  draw  from  personal  exper ience ,  which

is  in  no  way  unusual .  For  the  last  f ive  years ,  I 've  been  dr iven  by  my  love  of

the  human  condit ion ,  touching  on  how  tragic ,  yet  beaut i fu l ,  it  can  be .  In

part icu lar ,  I  focus  on  love  and  heartbreak ,  gender  inequal ity ,  and  family

dynamics .  Each  character  is  f lawed .  They  are  their  own  protagonist  and

antagonist  in  any  story .  My  goal  is  to  study  those  types  of  characters ,

analyz ing  everything  about  them  to  bu i ld  an  inf inite  amount  of  depth ,

showcas ing  them  on  the  screen  in  an  authent ic ,  yet  cinemat ic  way .

With  al l  this  said ,  I  w i l l  cont inual ly  hold  this  f i lm  close  to  my  heart .  It 's  my

second  feature  and  a  story  that  can  be  universal ly  understood ,  highl ight ing

my  strengths  as  a  director ,  but  also  adding  a  new  perspect ive  into  the

wor ld  of  a  young  woman  coming-of-age .  



KATHERINE  WADDELLEM  JOHNSON

Wr i ter ,  Direc tor Poppy ,  Execut ive  Producer

@go temma

F I L M M A K E R  B I O G R A P H I E S

Em  Johnson  is  the  wr i ter  and  direc tor  for  Bal loon  Animal ,

which  is  her  second  fea ture  narra t ive  in  those  roles .  Dur ing  the

two  and  a  half  years  of  developmen t ,  f i lming ,  and  post ,  she

worked  closely  w i th  every  departmen t  to  accura tely  br ing  her

v is ion  to  l i fe .  Throughout  her  career  so  far ,  she ’s  had  the

opportuni ty  to  work  in terna t ional ly ,  on  w idely  diverse  se ts ,

exper iencing  the  wor ld  on  an  in t ima te  level  and  learning  more

and  more  about  the  human  condi t ion .  Her  work  tends  to  focus

on  the  f laws  and  streng ths  of  each  indiv idual  and  how  tragic ,

ye t  beaut i fu l ,  they  can  be .  She  holds  Bal loon  Animal  very  dear

to  her  heart  and  is  proud  of  how  much  she  has  grown ,  bo th  as  a

wr i ter  and  direc tor .

Ka ther ine  Waddel l  is  a  29-year-old  ac tress  and  producer  who  grew  up

in  São  Pau lo ,  Braz i l ,  and  has  studied  f ine  arts  for  over  18  years ,

spanning  two  con t inen ts .  Her  f irst  producing  credi t  came  from  her  role

as  Associa te  Producer  on  Six  L .A .  Love  S tor ies ,  fea tur ing  Ma t thew

Li l lard ,  Alic ia  Wi t t ,  and  Carr ie  Preston .  Her  la test  credi ts  comes  as  Co-

Execut ive  Producer  on  Dinner  in  Amer ica  starr ing  Ky le  Gallner  and

Emily  Skeggs ,  from  PSH  Crea t ive  and  Ben  S t i l ler ’s  Red  Hour

Produc t ions .  Dinner  in  Amer ica  was  off ic ia l ly  selec ted  to  compe te  in  the

US  Drama t ic  Compe t i t ion  a t  Sundance  2020 .  She  is  also  an  execut ive

producer  on  We  Need  To  Do  Some thing ,  a  horror  f i lm  tha t  premiered  a t

the  Tr ibeca  Fi lm  Fest ival .  Now  res id ing  in  Los  Angeles ,  in  2020

Ka ther ine  started  the  produc t ion  company  First  Bloom  Fi lms  alongs ide

wr i ter  and  direc tor ,  Em  Johnson ,  and  they  recen t ly  comple ted  their

companies  f irst  fea ture ,  Bal loon  Animal .

@ka tg .waddel l



MONICA  O 'HARA

F I L M M A K E R  B I O G R A P H I E S

Monica  O 'Hara ,  a  producer  on  Bal loon  Animal ,  jo ined  the

team  ear ly  on  in  developmen t  working  to  br ing  this  f i lm

to  l i fe  over  two  years .  Working  predominan t ly  in

commercial  produc t ion  in  the  fashion ,  beauty ,  and  luxury

sec tors ,  Monica  loves  working  on  narra t ive  f i lms  w i th  her

pass ion  for  story  and  sty le .  Monica  is  curren t ly  in

developmen t  w i th  two  fea tures  and  con t inues  working  in

the  commercial  space  across  the  coun try .  Working  w i th

the  Bal loon  Animal  team  was  such  a  pleasure  combining

her  love  of  good  people  and  making  beaut i fu l  art .

Ruv i  Leider ,  a  producer  on  Bal loon  Animal ,  superv ised

phys ical  produc t ion  through  post  and  f inal  del ivery .  Ruv i

typical ly  produces  everything  from  social  con ten t ,  mu l t i-

camera  l ive  stream ,  and  TV  commercials  for  na t ional  and

in terna t ional  broadcast .  Bal loon  Animal  marks  the  f irst

narra t ive  fea ture  produced  by  Ruv i .  He  is  curren t ly  in

developmen t  on  a  fea ture  t i t led  FREI ,  a  coming-of-age

story  about  Chass id ic  teens ,  loosely  based  on  his  own

exper ience .  He  also  con t inues  to  support  his  commercial

c l ien ts ,  producing  freelance  be tween  NY  and  LA .

RUVI  LEIDER

Producer Producer

@monica_ohara @ruv i le ider



ILIA  VOLOK

A C T O R  B I O G R A P H I E S
ERIN  LI

Dark  Valen t ine Sadie

I l ia  Volok  is  known  for  his  work  on  Gemini  Man  oppos i te  Will

Smi th  for  direc tor  Ang  Lee ,  Indiana  Jones  and  the  Kingdom

of  the  Crystal  Sku l l  direc ted  by  S teven  Spielberg ;  Miss ion :

Imposs ib le  -  Ghost  Pro tocol  w i th  Tom  Cru ise ;  Air  Force  One

oppos i te  Harr ison  Ford  direc ted  by  Wolfgang  Pe terson ,  The

Cur ious  Case  of  Benjamin  Button  oppos i te  Brad  Pi t t ,  direc ted

by  Dav id  Fincher ,  Wa ter  For  Elephan ts  oppos i te  Reese

Wi therspoon ,  Swordfish  oppos i te  John  Travol ta  and  Hugh

Jackman  and  The  Immigran t  oppos i te  Mar ion  Co t i l lard ,

Joaqu in  Phoenix  and  Jermey  Renner  direc ted  by  James  Grey .

Er in  is  a  Los  Angeles-based  Chinese  Amer ican  ac tor ,  ac t iv ist ,

and  al l-around  crea t ive  spir i t .  While  in  col lege ,  she

per formed  in  undergradua te  and  gradua te  produc t ions  as  wel l

as  produc t ions  in  regional  thea tres  al l  over  San  Diego

Coun ty .  She  is  con t inu ing  her  ac t ing  training  w i th  Craig

Archibald  and  S tephen  Book  and  has  worked  on  play  readings

and  workshops  a t  the  Chance  Thea ter  and  Cygne t  Thea tre ,  as

wel l  as  independen t  short  f i lms .  Her  most  recen t  short  f i lm

HOME ,  wr i t ten  and  direc ted  by  King  Lu ,  was  fea tured  a t  the

2020  Los  Angeles  As ian  Amer ican  Pacif ic  Fi lm  Fest ival .  She

plays  Sadie  in  the  2022  fea ture  narra t ive ,  Bal loon  Animal .

@voloki l ia @er innnl i



DANI  BAEZ

A C T O R  B I O G R A P H I E S
MICHAEL  DAVID  WILSON

Lala Drew

Born  and  raised  in  Whi t t ier ,  CA ,  Daniel le  found  her  pass ion

for  ac t ing  ear ly  on  in  school  and  communi ty  thea ter .  She

has  recen t ly  studied  a t  the  Groundl ings  School  for  Improv ,

On-Camera  audi t ioning  technique  w i th  Robert  Da 'Vanzo ,

and  Scene  S tudy  w i th  Benjamin  Ma thes .  Daniel le  is

curren t ly  in  ongoing  Scene  S tudy  classes  a t  An thony

Meindl 's  Ac tor  Workshop  and  voice  lessons  w i th  Apr i l

L indsey .  In  her  spare  t ime ,  Daniel le  enjoys  running ,

pain t ing ,  s inging ,  and  play ing  Tennis .  She  plays  the  role  of

Lala  in  Bal loon  Animal .

Michael  Dav id  Wilson  plays  the  role  of  Drew  in  Bal loon

Animal .  A  class ical ly  trained  ac tor  who  or ig inal ly  hai ls

from  the  east  coast ,  MDW  has  always  sough t  meaningfu l

col labora t ion  w i th  o ther  pass iona te  art ists .  Af ter  a

mee t ing  w i th  Em  and  Ka ther ine  discuss ing  their  hopes

and  v is ion  for  the  f i lm ,  he  was  deeply  exci ted  about  their

po ten t ia l .  When  offered  the  role  short ly  thereaf ter ,  he

cons idered  the  opportuni ty  to  work  w i th  Em  and

Ka ther ine  a  “no-brainer .”  Hav ing  loved  the  process  of

working  on  the  f i lm  he  now  hopes  everyone  who  sees  i t  is

equal ly ,  uniquely  impac ted .

@danibaez @ themichaeldav idw i lson
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First Bloom Films is an independent production company based

out of Los Angeles that was founded by Katherine Waddell and Em

Johnson in 2020. The company is set to make its name by

consistently producing poignant, distinctive films made by women,

for women. Their goals focus heavily on creating opportunities for

women, be it in front of the camera or behind it. With the

percentage of women’s influence inside of Hollywood at an

alarmingly low number, First Bloom is pushing a narrative that

normalizes the female experience, and also extends a chance for

women of all backgrounds and ways of life to step into the

exclusivity of the film industry fully supported and encouraged.

“Blush,” co-written and directed by Em Johnson and produced by

Katherine Waddell, was the first narrative feature that First Bloom

assisted in producing. “Balloon Animal” is its first full production,

with Em at the helm of writing and directing, and Katherine

producing and starring in the film. The company has four new

projects currently in development.


