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The Writer vs. the Great Dane

Naomi Watts plays a writer in mourning who is given a formidable gift from a friend in
this adaptation of the Sigrid Nunez novel. Iris (Naomi Watts) befriends a Great Dane
named Apollo, who is a full-fledged character in The Friend. Across the compact space of
a rent-controlled Manhattan apartment, a frazzled writer and a dog the size of a small pony
exchange pleading looks. It’s a classic odd-couple setup, and you might call the central duo
in The Friend unlikely roommates. More to the point, they’re two grieving souls, brought
together by the death of a man who was a pivotal figure in both their lives. As the writer,
Iris, Naomi Watts is an engaging fusion of intellectual acuity and emotional translucence.
The role of Apollo goes to a magnificent fellow named Bing, a harlequin Great Dane with
one brown eye, one blue, and an exceptionally expressive pair of eyebrows. Left to Iris by
her friend and mentor Walter, a literary lion and a bit of a cad played with a mournful gaze
by Bill Murray in a few well-deployed flashbacks — or perhaps merely hoisted upon her
by Walter’s dog-averse widow — Apollo is no magical creature, no cuddly cure for writer’s
block. He’s a full-fledged character, and a mysterious one at that. At first the screen
adaptation of Sigrid Nunez’s exquisite novel of the same name, a quiet miracle woven of
wry glances at New York literati and a piercing ache, feels too smooth, too glossy. But if
Scott McGehee and David Siegel, the writer-directors, can’t match the novel’s sharp first-
person narration, they find the sweet spot between sardonic and openhearted as Iris and
Apollo get to know each other, and as she sorts out the complexities of her friendship with
Walter. Refreshingly, Iris’s single status is not viewed as a problem to be solved. The
problem is whether she should keep Apollo, and given his size, it’s a situation that
announces itself to the world, sparking the warnings of her building’s superintendent, the
concerns of a neighbor and snarky cracks from strangers. McGehee and Siegel juice this
smart, affecting feature with sly nods to big-screen New York romances. This is a love
story, after all, and one with a keen grasp of the mournful, curious glances between its two
leads — of how much goes untranslated between them, and how much is conveyed.
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