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Logline
Based on Leah Hager Cohen’s critically acclaimed novel, a family struggles
with a tragic loss when an unexpected visitor arrives. She stirs the pain of
past betrayals but might also offer an unforeseen gift: a way out of their
isolating grief.
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Synopsis
The Ryries have suffered a loss: the death of a baby just fifty-seven hours
after his birth. Without words to express their grief, the parents, John and
Ricky, try to return to their previous lives. The couple's children, ten-year-old
Biscuit and thirteen-year-old Paul, responding to the unnamed tensions
around them, begin to act out in exquisitely idiosyncratic ways. But as the
family members scatter into private, isolating grief, an unexpected visitor
arrives, and they find themselves growing more alert to the hurt, humor,
warmth, and burdens of others—to the grief that is part of every human life
but that also carries within it the power to draw us together.
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as John Ryrie
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IN THE FAMILY | THE GRIEF OF OTHERS
CRITICS’ PICK: NEW

YORK TIMES
, TIME OUT NEW YORK,
NEW YORK MAGAZINE, CHICAGO READER

INDEPENDENT SPIRIT AWARD NOMINEE
“AN INDIE MASTERPIECE” –ROGER EBERT
ON OVER 100 BEST-OF LISTS
FILMMAKER MAGAZINE – 25 NEW FACES OF FILM
PREMIERES AT CANNES FILM FESTIVAL & SXSW

One senses that [Wang] is rediscovering the
rules of cinema on his own. This is a career
to keep an eye on.
New York times

John Cassavetes can finally rest in peace.
His true spiritual son may just have been
found.
Requiem pour un film

A major filmmaking talent. Wang’s realism
is closer to 19th-century literary giants
obsessed with daily life and family
relationships.
Hollywood reporter

A renewed humanism in movies and a
return to stories about everyday lives.
los angeles times
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Wang’s meticulously modulated
storytelling never flags. Shows remarkable,
almost subliminal powers of observation.
variety

!

A bold new quadruple-threat talent with an
assured and singular style.
Montreal Gazette
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Patrick Wang is slowly becoming the most
dependably sensitive and inventive
independent filmmaker in America.
screen rant
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Human with a capital “H”. He restores the
reputation of this hackneyed descriptor.
studio cine live
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There are no villains in Wang’s cinema. It
is sublime.
Premiere
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He invigorates the everyday through his
arresting visual sense.
Film Comment
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A chronicler of complex emotional
collisions and reflections who expresses
himself profoundly.
SlantMagazine
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Wang understands what the viewer needs,
even if it’s nothing we’ve ever seen before.
Asia Pacific Arts
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A thunderclap in the too blue sky of
American independent cinema.
Lesinrockuptibles
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A coronation. Nothing less than the birth of
a great filmmaker.
PlaylistSociety
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A leading filmmaker who will find a
prominent place in ever more prestigious
selections.
liberation
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A name many are willing to bet on. A
filmmaker who, on thorny issues, rejects
any form of easy emotion or affectation.
arte
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I can’t wait to see what intricate world he
decides to build next.
Slate

Director’s Statement

Patrick Wang
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In many ways, we all talk the same, we directors. We claim the same humanist
values, salute the same cinematic generals. If you need a lecture, swap one of
us for the other, and the diﬀerence may hardly be noticeable. And yet we make
very diﬀerent movies, don’t we? There must be some diﬀerence in the doing.
Our public policies are similar, but we are diﬀerent executors.
But in some ways, we are not alike at all. Maybe this is the more useful
discussion.
I like to read, and I like to write. This seems enough to define a cinematic
radical these days. I like the goals of literary fiction: rich conceptual
understanding, increased awareness, contemplation and empathy. When I
write, I like to write dialogue. I believe when a writer works at this, the writer
can execute dialogue better than anyone else. All dialogue must be improvised
at some point. If the writer first improvises it, the writer can also improve it.
I believe actors are capable of more than we generally remember. They need a
director to observe and not to patronize. Many thrive on good and plentiful
rehearsals, and it is their job to summon freshness at any moment. Many are
quite good at their job. It is the director’s job to discover how exactly to
observe the performance. Many underestimate this job.
I think film can be many diﬀerent things simultaneously. Classical and new.
Experimental and dramaturgically sound. Formal and chaotic. A film sneaks
into the open one small creature at a time, species by species. And though the
genera may diﬀer, the fun is to design an environment in which many of these
diﬀerent beings can have their place all at once. Sure, favor one, but you lose
nature if you kill oﬀ the others.
All films have an inherent morality. It need not be narrow and conclusive, but it
is there, whether consciously arrived at or not. I believe in being aware of this
morality and being responsible with it. This may seem an odd statement
coming from the maker of a rather uncontroversial film. But I think summoning
human pain comes with responsibilities. How often I have heard people avoid
some film because the topic was something that they “could not deal with.”
We once turned to our dramatists for the very purpose of learning how to deal
with diﬃculties. But now they often invoke the chaos of pain without oﬀering
any counterbalance, no earned hope or original insight to make the experience
worth the while. There is pain in this movie, but I endeavored to make it worth
the while.

q&a with director patrick wang
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How did you find Leah Hager Cohen’s novel The Grief of Others?
I first met Leah fifteen years ago. I was an actor in a play, and she was writing a
book about the show. I saw her intensely at the time—at rehearsals, at lunch
interviews, at the actors salon I ran out of my apartment. Then, just as quickly,
she was gone. A year later, a copy of her book, The Stuﬀ of Dreams, appeared
on my doorstep. Then I hear she is writing novels. Then we see each other face
to face, the first time in over a decade. The occasion is a reading from her
fourth novel, The Grief of Others.
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How did the idea come about to adapt the novel into a movie?
I’ve read and loved all of Leah’s novels, but this was the first one that sparked
the question, Could it live as a film? Leah’s heart is in the theater, and so key
parts of the novel already existed in dramatic space, as dramatic scenes.
That’s the easy part to translate. The complex time structure of the novel, its
ensemble nature, and the careful orchestration of how personalities and
histories reveal themselves were the translation challenges. The puzzle was
tempting, and the purpose driving the story was meaningful. Leah is so attuned
to the hidden beauty and pains in others. In their isolation, she has honest and
original ideas to extend to them that may help them.
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Was Leah involved during the making of the film?
We’ve been in conversation throughout the process, and that conversation has
been one of the great joys of this film. I’ve tried to do the bulk of the work away
from her and then to come back to her for a response. The script was probably
the most important phase. We contemplated writing it together at one point,
but I thought it would be easier if I first put a completed draft on the table.
Then if she didn’t like it, we could start over. The script I delivered was an
unusual one with risks. Leah asked great questions. They were the same
questions I had as the director and that could only be answered in the making
of the movie. They were the reason for making the movie. She was generous
enough to embrace the risks and to aﬃrm that the spirit of her novel and
characters survived and thrived in this new form.

What influences did you have making The Grief of Others?
There is a movie called The Hired Hand, directed by Peter Fonda. It's a beauty,
the kind that returns feeling to forgotten parts of you. In it are lessons of
elegantly lithe complexity, psychologically evocative montage, and joyful
invention. I shared it with my design team, less as a reference to particular
techniques and more for its inspired spirit.
Since The Grief of Others takes place in Nyack, we also looked to local artist
Edward Hopper for inspiration. The humor in his sketches and the intimacy in
his paintings were an education. I also learned wonderful ways to control color
without restricting its range.
It’s worth mentioning an important influence on the screenplay: the short
stories of Alice Munro. They so wisely demonstrate how to illuminate a life
through surprising fractures in time. This encouraged a boldness in the time
structure of this film.
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Why did you decide to shoot on super 16mm?
There are myriad reasons, and they tend to organize themselves into three
categories: aesthetic, medium bias, and logistic. I could talk without end about
any of these, but I’ll keep myself to a few examples.
In this movie, film grain and film color are important aesthetic tools. In current
super 16mm stock, even with older lenses, I feel I have all the sharpness I
could possibly need. But even more important, the grain in film stock allows
me to use sharpness as a tool. Using blow-ups and mixing in super 8mm stock
at times, diﬀerent size grain becomes a dynamic resource, with wonderfully
subtle psychological eﬀects. In the digital world, this tool would not exist.
The coherency of film color is an important glue in this project. This story, with
its ensemble cast, and our design, with its broad color palette, needed an
aesthetic force to balance the sprawl. I find film color more anchored,
coherent, and easier to design than digital color. Even when we had a color
wash over a black and white scene, we would shoot a piece of colored fabric
and superimpose that film captured color over the scene rather than use digital
tints.
Film and digital are diﬀerent capture mediums with diﬀerent predispositions. I
feel the digital bias is toward proliferation and the film bias is toward
premeditation. One seems to be made concrete in a monitor, the other by
looking through the camera and to the subject. I think the spiritual diﬀerences

between these terms of engagement are vast. They can conjure diﬀerent facets
of an artist to the fore. My writing style diﬀers if I am at a manual typewriter or if
I am at a computer or if I am writing by hand. I use all these tools but choose
carefully which task fits which medium. The terms of engagement of shooting
film fit this project.
As a matter of logistics, my cinematographer and I believe that the shoot is
faster and simpler when we work with film. He can simplify lighting setups and
lean on the film stock to do more work. The department is smaller since with
super 16mm he can operate and pull focus at the same time. I like being
constrained by the amount of film stock we have since it is a physical
manifestation of how much time we had left. I also really like the assurance of
getting negative reports from the lab.
Finally, beyond all this, I was curious. I would never know what it would be like
to shoot on film if I did not, at some point, shoot on film.
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What were the challenges of the shoot?
The shoot was short: two weeks, or 12 shooting days total. I was certain it
could be done. My first film In the Family was shot in three weeks. This film had
fewer scenes, it was simpler since I did not have to be in front of the camera as
well, and I like to believe I am a more eﬀective director today than yesterday.
Nevertheless, it would take stamina and focus to stay sharp for 12 big shooting
days. The right, dedicated crew was essential. Preparation was key. I planned
with the design and producing teams for half a year. The actors and I had
extensive rehearsals. In the end, the 12 days had a wonderful side benefit, in
that it helped me hold the whole of a complex movie in my head. Even on the
last day, our first shot was only the previous week. That gives the movie
consistency, and you’re less prone to aesthetic drift.
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How did you create the dioramas that appear in the movie?
I think it’s a great testament to the production designers that someone who
saw the movie thought we found these dioramas and decided to create a
movie around them. The character who creates the dioramas originates from
Leah’s book. And even though he is a key character in the novel and his story
is more elaborated in its pages, I think his work and spirit have a more
prominent place in the movie. I felt we were trying to do the same thing with
the film that he was doing with his dioramas: taking humble, daily elements

and attempting a transfiguration from the angles we arrange them at, from the
perspective by which we display a scene. And so the diorama aesthetic spills
over into the whole of the movie.
The actual objects were created with such care by Danny Madden and Owen
Hope. Like the rest of the film, they began with the inspiration within the pages
of the book and added to it the inspiration they felt as they created. I
remembered when we settled on one of our breakthrough design principles
with the dioramas; we literally added a dimension to the novel’s descriptions.
Danny and Owen began the project by first looking for the unique boxes that
would contain the dioramas, letting the vessel inspire the interior life. As we
discussed the boxes and the scenes they would contain, we fell in love with
the idea that what was unique about this particular diorama artist was that his
creations were more three-dimensional than your standard scene-in-a-box. He
would use the tops of the boxes, open and like a stage where the scene could
spill out into the world.
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The use of dissolves is unusual in this film. How did they come about?
The dissolves are part of a larger class of moments I referred to as “supers.”
Sometimes it’s a superimposition of picture over picture, sometimes sound
over picture. What’s a little unusual is that these supers may be limited to a
particular section of the film frame, or they may last a while. For example, we’re
used to visual dissolves but not really extended ones. And not extended ones
that play out an entirely diﬀerent scene. But I found these supers were
extremely useful for helping me access the characters’ psychological spaces
and the histories that haunt them. This is something novels do particularly well,
and I felt we had to invent a technique to keep pace with how well this is
accomplished on the page. The technique can be a very eﬃcient way to learn
about someone, and the connection to the present moment is much stronger
when we don’t leave the present moment completely. It’s also a very
mysterious way of learning about someone, and for a film about how diﬃcult it
is to know another person, I think maintaining that mystery, even as we get
new information, is vital.
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How did you arrive at your shooting style for The Grief of Others?
I think style is the consequence of the understandings that emerge bit by bit as
you do the work of imagining each scene. You sense what the scene needs,
learn its emotional shape and flow of information, develop a strategy for how to

eﬀectively observe these things, and then when you actually observe on set,
you correct yourself when the theory was mistaken. Sometimes the shot will be
by the book. Sometimes it will burn the book. Patterns then start to emerge
across the scenes, so you try to broader your understanding across more of
the film, and then you adjust here and there so that the movement across the
whole become a coherent thing. If your mind has remained open as you work,
no name will be able to adequately capture your shooting style. Style belongs
not to you but to the film, and the film, if you succeed, is a new and singular
thing.
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The Novel
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ON THE YEAR-END BEST LISTS OF:
THE NEW YORK TIMES
THE WASHINGTON POST
THE SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE
THE TORONTO GLOBE AND MAIL
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KIRKUS

DAYTON LITERARY PEACE PRIZE, FINALIST
ORANGE PRIZE, LONGLIST
AN OPRAH PICK
WINNER OF AN ELLE READERS PRIZE

Leah Hager Cohen is one of our foremost
chroniclers of the mundane complexities,
nuanced tragedies and unexpected
tendernesses of human connection...The
Grief of Others is her best work yet.
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The New York Times Book Review (cover)

Cohen demonstrates a masterful command
of storytelling...driving an already gripping
narrative with a quiet but brutal intensity.
Incredibly moving...Cohen has secured a
place in the lineup of today’s great writers.
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BookPage

Cohen’s stunning writing...mesmerizes,
wounds, and possibly even heals her
readers.
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Library Journal (starred)

Powerful...There’s pain in reading this book,
but there’s another thread running through
it, too, gleaming with all the vibrancy of
Cohen’s prose: hope.
The Washington Post

The Interactive Book!
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THE FIRST OF ITS KIND. WATCH A FILM PRODUCTION UNFOLD
IN AN INTERACTIVE, MULTIMEDIA BOOK DOCUMENTING THE
CREATIVE PROCESS. PURCHASE INCLUDES FREE UPDATES
THROUGHOUT THE YEAR.
NOW AVAILABLE ON THE ITUNES BOOKSTORE.

