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“THANKSGIVING”

( 9:50 min., NTSC)

Written, Directed & Produced by 

Todd Coleman


How and when does a family return to “normal” in the wake of unimaginable loss? And how, as a filmmaker, do you tell this too-familiar story in a way that is fresh, insightful, and real?

International award-winning writer-director Coleman takes us inside the ordinary moments of a family in crisis as they prepare to go out to Thanksgiving dinner—their first major holiday since their only son BEN was accidentally killed by a teenaged driver. 

Shot in 24P Mini-DV using natural light and a raw Dogme 95 style, THANKSGIVING shuns sentimentality and melodrama to create a story of disarming simplicity, honesty and power.  With never a false note, ten-time festival-winner Coleman (LIVING DOLLS) creates a haunting portrait of the hidden cost of grief on a family that, we suddenly realize, could be our own.

SYNOPSIS

The day begins like any other. Beleaguered mom COLLEE corrals and feeds their young daughters, while bearish husband MEL drags his heels and snaps at 8-year-old VANESSA—who’s still sharing a room with the baby while Ben’s room remains empty and off-limits. Buried tensions eventually surface and explode around Ben's baseball glove, which Collee wants to give away to their hosts’ son at Thanksgiving dinner later today. 
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  CAST
        Collee
JOSEPHINE GAMMELL

           Mel
THOMAS CRAWFORD

    Vanessa
AMARIS BELLORD

Sarah Jane
SARAH JANE COLEMAN

            Ben
RYAN WILLIAMS

CREW
Writer/Director/Producer

Todd Coleman

Cinematography

Kelly Richard

Editing

Tim Sherry

Production Design

J.T. Taylor

Co-Producers

Ginger Taylor

Scott Taylor
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 “THANKSGIVING”

STATEMENT FROM THE DIRECTOR

My passion and métier is character drama, the exploration of ordinary people who’ve been thrust into extraordinary circumstances, and the way it changes and reveals us.  I’m especially intrigued by family relationships, since that’s where the rubber meets the road—the people who know us best…and know us least.  

Character drama is the most difficult genre to get made, and the most difficult to get right, since most filmmakers are unable to distinguish between the accepted conventions of “movie reality” (which change from decade to decade) and the subtle yet unchanging human behaviors of real people and real life.  

I’ve always been struck by how powerful and “big” a human-scale story can be if it is told with simplicity and honesty.  The rule seems to be:  If you can get to the end credits without hitting a false note, then your “small” film suddenly becomes huge in impact (TENDER MERCIES, ORDINARY PEOPLE, etc.).  

As a filmmaker, I have been inspired by the stripped-down aesthetics and disarming power of documentary-realism, especially films from the Dogme 95 movement (CELEBRATION, BREAKING THE WAVES, DANCER IN THE DARK).  In the case of THANKSGIVING, there were some wonderful and very practical side benefits to this particular aesthetic: less cost, and fewer moving parts.

I am grateful to the 168 Hour Film Festival for providing the impetus for me to leave my computer and return to my first love, directing.  Per the rules of the festival, this 24P Mini-DV drama was written and cast in one week, and shot and edited in a second week (168 hours).  The Festival awarded our film with Best Screenplay and Best Actress honors.  Since then I have corrected and tweaked some minor audio and color timing issues, and am now actively sending the films to domestic and international film festivals.
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FILMMAKER BIO
TODD COLEMAN

Writer/director/producer Todd Coleman's NYU short LIVING DOLLS won ten (10) international awards and played on HBO, Cinemax, Lifetime, USA Networks, and currently on CinemaNow.com. He is represented by Producer/Manager Joel Newton of Artists International.

Coleman's latest film, THANKSGIVING, is a trial-run for his feature directorial debut, STONE HOUSE (now in development), which will employ the same stripped-down, documentary-realism of Dogme 95 films like CELEBRATION, BREAKING THE WAVES and DANCER IN THE DARK. 


Coleman's production experience includes directing and producing corporate videos in New York and L.A., writing a $700,000 World's Fair multimedia show (sponsored by 14 different Christian denominations), and spending a year as Robert De Niro's personal assistant. His corporate marketing clients have included Sony Pictures Entertainment, Eastman Kodak, Xerox Corporation, and the American Center for Food, Wine & the Arts. As an entertainment journalist, Coleman has interviewed over 1800 entertainment leaders for The Hollywood Reporter, Los Angeles Times, Premiere magazine, Written By and numerous other publications.  His screenplays have been honored by the New Harmony Project and the IFP West Fall Screenwriters Lab.

Coleman is Founding Director of Act One Executive Program (www.actoneprogram.com) and IMPACT! 2004 (a two-day branded entertainment conference at the Universal Sheraton).  He opened the west coast office of HyperCD, creating innovative Web-CD hybrid deals with Jim Henson Productions, the Sci-Fi Channel, DreamWorks Records, Maverick Records, Heavy Metal 2 (movie/magazine/soundtrack/game tie-in).
Coleman is married to award-winning British actress Josephine Gammell and lives with their two children in Los Angeles, CA.
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GENESIS OF PROJECT

At Thanksgiving dinner at a friend’s house two years ago, a quiet 40-something couple arrived late with their young daughter and then left soon after dessert.  The couple, I was later told in whispers, had just lost their 12-year-old daughter to cancer a few weeks earlier.  I was stunned and awed at the family’s courage in attending a public event so soon after their daughter’s death.  How do you do that?  How do you return to public life—not to mention celebrate a holiday called “Thanksgiving”—so soon after your world has been turned upside down? 

My wife, British actress Josephine Gammell (COLLEE), lost a sibling as a child, so I had some familiarity with the impact of loss on a family.  I began to research the family dynamics of grief recovery, and realized that the pain of loss is itself a kind of cancer that can continue to feed on the living through blame, guilt and unspoken rage. 

I learned a frightening statistic—that most marriages do not survive the death of a child.  

This film is dedicated to all those ordinary families who find themselves trying to accommodate unimaginable loss. 
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PRODUCTION STILLS 
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Mel (Thomas Crawford) and Collee (Josephine Gammell) leave for Thanksgiving dinner with daughter Vanessa (Amaris Bellord) and baby (Sarah Jane Coleman)
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Mel (Thomas Crawford) finds solace with baby (Sarah Jane Coleman)
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Vanessa (Amaris Bellord) is caught in the crossfire. 
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Mel (Thomas Crawford) explodes with months of buried resentment.
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Collee (Josephine Gammell) reacts to Mel, just before unleashing her own volley.

Photo Credit: Kelly Richard
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