
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Monday, August 18, 7:30 pm 
Reviewed by Guy Lodge | Variety | Not Rated | 90 mins. 
 

Built around a performance of immense care and delicacy by 

Kathleen Chalfant, Sarah Friedland's debut feature is a precise, 

funny and deeply moving portrait of a woman adjusting to assisted 

living. 

As late-life dates go, for octogenarian widow Ruth, it seems like a 

good one. The guy is younger, quite personable, and has an 

interesting job in sustainable architecture, even if she’s embarrassed 

to initially admit that she’s forgotten his name. She prepares them 

her favorite brunch — salmon and cream cheese on toast — before 

he takes her on a surprise getaway. Arriving at the hotel, the lobby 

looks polished and comfortable, though she’s thrown by the pacifying 

tone of the staff, and by her date referring to her as his mother. “I’m 

not a mother,” she clarifies. “I didn’t want kids.” It’s a moment of 

intense discomfort and acute tenderness — a fine balance that Sarah 

Friedland‘s remarkable debut “Familiar Touch” sustains across a 

tight but searching 91 minutes. 

As viewers will have surmised some time before Ruth (an 

extraordinary Kathleen Chalfant), she’s being checked into Bella 

Vista, an upscale assisted living facility not far from her bright, 

happily storied, memento-filled home in suburban Los Angeles, 

though it may as well be another world entirely. Her suitor is in fact 

her son, Steven (H. Jon Benjamin), who hands her over to the 

nursing staff with barely dry eyes that you just know will crack and 

flood the second he’s out of his mother’s view. And the move isn’t an 

ambush: Ruth is told she’s visited and even approved these 

premises before. Yet as she stares around her new, clean, 

impersonally beige room, she can’t help but feel her life has been 

hijacked, cast into a hostile unknown, however friendly the overtures 

of her new caregiver Vanessa (Carolyn Michelle). 

Premiering in Venice’s Orizzonti sidebar — with a raft of festival 

appointments set to follow, and likely much distributor interest too — 

“Familiar Touch” is the latest in a recent surge of films, from “The 

Father” to “Relic” to “Dick Johnson is Dead,” to address the 

challenges and trauma of living with dementia. It’s a condition often 

treated on-screen in anodyne movie-of-the-week fashion, or evoked 

with disorienting levels of psychological trickery. But Friedland’s film 

takes neither approach: It’s a straightforwardly structured character 

study, humane but not sentimental, that stands out for the priority it 

grants to Ruth’s perspective throughout, presenting her not as a 

victim or a patient, but as the lucid, capable woman she still mostly 

feels she is. 

As Ruth finds her bearings in Bella Vista, “Familiar Touch” begins 

to take on the contours of a fish-out-of-water story from an earlier 

stage of life — as if it’s a new school where the social rules haven’t 

been defined for her, and she can’t yet identify her allies from a 

daunting array of unfamiliar faces. She flickers in and out of 

awareness of exactly where she is, in some cases inventing coping 

strategies to avoid the vulnerable truth — as when she pointedly 

insists on addressing Vanessa and the resident physician Brian 

(Andy McQueen) as her “friends” rather than as helpers. 

At other times, she regresses into the past entirely: An 

accomplished professional cook, she turns up at the facility’s 

kitchen as if for a shift at the diner she once ran, feeling most in 

control of her faculties with a chef’s knife in her hand. (For one 

morning, at least, her fellow residents enjoy the resulting breakfast 

upgrade.) And very occasionally, present-day clarity strikes, not 

always at opportune times: “Steve, he’s my son,” she exclaims 

abruptly one morning in the shower, with no one around to mark the 

lightbulb moment. “I won’t remember,” she says to herself, resigned. 

With minimal exposition, Friedland’s perceptive, unfussy script 

draws a clear picture of what kind of woman, mother and wife Ruth 

was in her earlier years — which is to say, not far off the proud, 

nurturing, independent-minded woman she is now, though she’s 

repeatedly bemused by the failure of others to see her quite the 

same way. Vanessa, played by Michelle as a reassuring bastion of 

no-nonsense compassion, occasionally lets the professional mask 

slip as she regards Ruth with the piercing sadness of a daughter 

with her own parental problems to attend to. Ruth isn’t blind to the 

lives and feelings of others, even as she can’t quite piece them 

together into complete narratives outside her own. 

Though it’s attentive to the occasionally mordant humor of memory 

loss and the indignities of aging, “Familiar Touch” never resorts to 

cheap “old people say the darnedest things” comedy, just as 

Chalfant’s performance never treats Ruth as either a stooge or a 

figure of tragedy. Most celebrated for her work in theater, the actor 

limns the character’s shifting states of consciousness with graceful 

precision, her face at times furrowed and her body tense with the 

effort of keeping her thoughts and words in line. 

At other intervals, she physically brightens and slackens with relief 

as more intuitive emotions or sense memories come to her — 

youthful flashbacks washing over her as she floats in the therapy 

pool, accepts a tentative dance with her son, or is presented with 

recipe notebooks in her own handwriting. Friedland’s film, as sharp 

as it is soft, conveys both the terror of losing the life you recognize, 

and the intermittent, fragmented joy of finding it again. 

Join Us for the Pre-Show Organ Concert!  
 

David Rhodes and the Mighty Wurlitzer Organ light up the stage 30 
minutes before the screening, so come early and enjoy the music!  
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Monday, August 25, 7:30 pm 
 

Reviewed Simon Abrams | RogerEbert.com | Not Rated | 111 Mins. 

With “Caught By the Tides,” Chinese filmmaker Jia Zhangke has 
made an elliptical documentary-fiction hybrid whose wide-ranging 
drama is big enough to encompass most of his previous features 
(and some of his shorts, too). This non-linear, decades-spanning 
drama was shot over the course of 20+ years and mostly follows 
Qiaoqiao, played by Jia’s regular leading lady Zhao Tao, as she 
chases after her missing lover Bin (Li Zhubin).  

“Caught By the Tides”’s plot is incidental to Jia’s keen focus on 
Qiaoqiao’s environment, which isn’t surprising given Jia’s usual 
concern with the displaced former residents of the Yangtze River 
area, from Northern Shanxi to Southern Guangdong. 

The development of that area, along with the forced migration of its 
citizens to make room for the installation of the massive Three 
Gorges Dam, has been Jia’s recurring concern since at least 2011, 
when he began filming footage for what eventually became “Caught 
By the Tides.” Jia’s obsessive attention to anthropological detail 
makes his latest sprawling feature seem intimate and accessible 
despite its clear ambitions and occasionally confrontational blunt-
ness. 

At heart, “Caught By the Tides” is an experimental romantic drama, 
though that makes it sound unapproachable and a little gimmicky. 
It’s neither, thankfully, and that’s largely thanks to Jia’s typical focus 
on the material signs of time’s relentless passage.  

Dated technology, both on-camera and the various cameras that Jia 
used to shoot the movie, helps to distinguish one period from the 
next. But the plot of “Caught By the Tides” doesn’t flow so much as 
it snakes through byways of freely associated memories: dancing, 
eating, and generally following one’s private desires as time and 
larger cultural forces do what they do. 

Qiaoqiao and Bin’s relationship is characteristically unsentimental 
since she mostly searches for him after they break up. He tries to 
launch a few money-making schemes since most people in his orbit 
do what they do to make money, including the social-climbing spa 
attendant Zhou You (Zhou). So instead of reductively focusing on 
one tidy story to explain it all, Jia uses Qiaoqiao’s mysterious quest 
to reunite with Bin to further consider the erosion of the area’s social 
framework.  

More of a collage or a time capsule than a straight-forward, all-in-
one story, “Caught By the Tides” gathers and lyrically synthesizes 
various impressionistic memories of the past so that they don’t get 
swept up in the country’s merciless rush towards modernization (or 
something like it).  

Jia’s latest begins with documentary footage of a Women’s Day 
celebration. Several attendants sing bits and pieces of songs, but 
eventually beg off (“I don’t remember the rest”). Before that, there’s 
footage from inside a local night club, packed with a range of clients 
and singers. Afterwards, there’s footage from inside the now-empty 
Workers’ Cultural Palace.  

The Palace’s new owner flatly explains how he makes money 
despite never charging his customers, most of whom used to work 
in the area’s coal mines: “I collect money from the women.” And by 
women, he means the dance hall’s amateur singers, who perform 
with the same half-invested, half-checked-out smiles that we see 
Qiaoqiao perform some dances with at various public events.  

“It’s all about making money,” says the dance hall’s new owner 
when he’s asked if the singers enjoy themselves, too. That line 
resonates all the way through to the end of the movie, when 
Qiaoqiao runs into an aphorism-spouting robot in a Zhuhai City mall.  

Jia’s familiarity with Datong City and the Shanxi area imbues 
“Caught By the Tides” with a vivid, but lightly held grace that keeps 
Qiaoqiao’s story in focus without necessarily making the whole 
movie about her or Bin. The director has known this character and 
the actress who’s played her since 2002, when Zhao’s character 
debuted in Jia’s low-key neo-noir drama “Unknown Pleasures”, one 
of his best-scripted dramas. Echoes of Zhao’s character can also 
be seen throughout Jia’s filmography, including celebrated 
standouts like “Still Life” and “Ash is Purest White.”  

Thankfully, “Caught By the Tides” is also more than a feature-length 
Best of collection for Jia, given its rich, evocative imagery and Jia’s 
nimble assemblage. He draws a thoughtful web of connections 
between scene fragments, developing a keen showcase for his 
understanding of how cities like Datong work, having effectively 
moved their shared, public spaces into simulated/virtual privacy.  

Jia skillfully toggles from macro- to microscopic views of his 
characters and their post-industrial environment with the same 
unusual lyricism and sensitivity that have come to define his 
documentary and fictional portraits of China. In retracing his steps 
throughout “Caught By the Tides,” Jia delivers an expansive, 
ingenious summary of his project to date. In Mandarin Chinese with 
English subtitles. 
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Monday, September 8, 7:30 pm 
 
Reviewed by Richard Lawson | Vanity Fair | Rated R | 103 Mins. 
 

A funny-sad look at the impact of a sexual assault heralds the arrival 
of an exciting new filmmaker. 

It’s less than enticing to advertise a Sundance movie by noting that 
it’s the directorial debut of an actor-comedian who rose to prominence 
for their viral videos. Such is the case for the film Sorry, Baby, from 
writer-director-star Eva Victor, mostly known for popular social media 
videos that have caught the attention of, among many others, Sorry, 
Baby producer Barry Jenkins. One might expect a content creator’s 
first film to be glib and flimsy, a failure to convert short-form sketch 
into a full film. 

Sorry, Baby proves that assumption wrong. Victor’s film, which 
premiered here at the Sundance Film Festival on Monday, is a 
meticulously crafted wonder, the most auspicious debut I’ve seen 
here this year. Victor maintains the oddball humor that first endeared 
her to her followers, but she also incorporates whole other, previously 
unseen facets of her considerable talent. Sorry, Baby is funny, sad, 
thoughtful, and specific, a keenly observed portrait of a woman blown 
off course by a traumatic incident. 

Yes, there is a trauma at the center of the film, a sexual assault. But 
Sorry, Baby is no belabored, lugubrious drama about psychological 
scars, nor a maudlin take on the healing process. Victor has a far more 
delicate touch, sketching out how this violation stretches out across 
her character’s life, reshaping and informing it in ways both subtle and 
profound. 

Victor plays Agnes, an academic living in coastal New England. We 
see Agnes at various points across a five-or-so-year span, in the days 
before she’s assaulted by her trusted graduate advisor and in the 
years after. Sorry, Baby is broken up into chapters, jumping forward 
and backward in time to create a kind of collage of the incident’s 
impact. The moment itself is kept behind closed doors—literally. 
Victor’s camera remains fixed on the street outside, letting day cede 
to night until Agnes bursts through the front door and into a wholly 
changed reality. It’s a terribly effective way to communicate what’s 
happened. We do get more details later, stated plainly to Agnes’s best 
friend, Lydie (Naomi Acke). But Sorry, Baby is less interested in the 
grim mechanics of the event and more in how a person like Agnes, so 
sharp and mordant, might process it. 

She mostly retreats, shrinking her life down to the college where she 
becomes a professor, a cherished rescue cat, and a neighbor she 
sometimes sleeps with (he’s played with winsome sensitivity by Lucas 
Hedges). Agnes’s life brightens whenever Lydie drives up from New 
York City for a visit, a person in motion happily breaking Agnes’s 
stasis. Lydie, so warmly played by Ackie, is moving on with the regular 
business of life—getting married, having a baby—while Agnes 
remains almost frozen in time. Her career advances, but little else 
does. She seems stuck in this place, in the same house, unable to 
leave and venture into a world she no longer trusts. 

Victor stages all this in modest vignettes, most of them wryly amusing 
with an undercurrent of sadness. The film resists psychological 
exposition, preferring instead to let us infer things about Agnes’s life 
through well-placed context clues. Sorry, Baby is carefully written and 

directed, patient and focused and confident in its own peculiar 
rhythms. Victor shadowed another director for a time before making 
her own film, and shot a few test scenes to figure some things out. 
But much of her ability seems organic, a talent innate to the whir and 
buzz of her mind. How exciting to see that, when so much else at 
Sundance this year has played as strained pastiche of someone 
else’s work. 

What’s perhaps most striking about Sorry, Baby is its firm sense of 
control, knowing when to turn the dial from light to somber or wistful 
to cheerful. There’s no sloppiness here, and only a few scenes that 
maybe stretch the film past Victor’s well-drawn boundaries—a 
hospital visit that leans a little too hard on caustic comedy, a side 
character who’s a bit too cartoonish for an otherwise grounded film. 
Sorry, Baby is stylish in a humble way, restrained in its camera work 
and deftly deploying Lia Ouyang Rusli’s lilting, occasionally 
whimsical score. There’s so much here that could tilt into cloying 
Sundance cliché, but Victor gently guides her film away from that 
edge. 

At the center of everything is Victor’s performance, a marvel of 
nuanced expressions and sideways line readings. She makes us 
love Agnes, but also allows the audience to grow a little frustrated 
with her, with the way she masks a deep want or need with a curlicue 
little joke or deflection. 

The film makes no judgment about whether Agnes should shake 
things up, should make some big decision that will somehow right 
the ship of her life. But it does force us to consider the loss of what 
could have been. A haunting presence surrounds Agnes’s domestic 
routine, mournful and flecked with danger. That sorrow is not entirely 
suffocating, though. Victor allows for rays of light to touch Agnes, and 
for Agnes to emit her own. 

Sorry, Baby ends with a practical kind of benediction, one that 
acknowledges the risk and damage of being alive but offers a hand 
extended in comfort and understanding. It’s empathetic to Agnes’s 
experience, to Victor’s, and to anyone else who might be similarly 
struggling to move through the world in the way they once did. 

    

Watch Now! 
2024 Anim8 Virtual Student Film Festival 

 

Anim8, the After Hours Film Society's 21st Annual Student Film 
Festival, is available online for viewing! Culled from 71 entries from 
11 countries around the world, this special program showcases the 
top-rated films from students of all ages. Watch from the comfort of 
your home and celebrate this new wave of cinema! Go to 
afterhoursfilmsociety.com/student-film-fest and enjoy. 
 

 

Please join us for our thought-provoking  
post screening discussions!  
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“Darkly funny and enormously tender.” 
 

–Indiewire 

 

Monday, September 8 at 7:30 pm 

“A precise, funny, and deeply moving 
portrait.” 
–Variety  

 

Monday, August 18 at 7:30 pm 

 

"As emotionally effective as it is formally 
brilliant. A tour de force." 

–The New York Times 
 

Monday, August 28 at 7:30 pm 

The After Hours Film Society is supported in part by 
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