
46

L I FESTYLE L I FESTYLE

47

LOVE HURTS
In their new book, The Endings, photographer Caitlin Cronenberg and 
art director Jessica Ennis turn heartbreak into art. By Jeremy Freed

British actor Bel Powly in “Past the Lilacs,  
In the Clearing, Meet Me When It’s Dark.”

A 
woman sits outside her house, waiting 
for a husband who’s never coming back. 
A woman moves into a new apartment 
in a new city, leaving her old life behind. 
A woman takes a pair of scissors to her 
boyfriend’s closet. These narratives play 

out like short films across the glossy pages 
of The Endings, each one a deftly staged and 
photographed story of a woman experiencing 
the aftermath of love and loss. Some are tearful, 
some gruesome, some triumphant, all revealing 
a different side of the scenario that, for lack of a 
more nuanced word, we call a breakup. Starring 
actors like Julianne Moore, Keira Knightley and 
Noomi Rapace, The Endings: Photographic Stories 
of Love, Loss, Heartbreak, and Beginning Again 
(Chronicle Books) is an ambitious project, equal 
parts art, politics and storytelling. What’s more 
significant is that it serves as an introduction to 
the big ideas and equally prodigious talents of its 
creators, Jessica Ennis and Caitlin Cronenberg. > 
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ABOVE: The cover of The Endings features award-winning actor Julianne Moore. RIGHT: Canadian-born Christine 

Horne in “When Tears Are in Your Eyes.”

“I want to be Annie Leibovitz, but my own 
version,” notes Cronenberg, referring to the 
renowned American portrait photographer. 
Cronenberg is a photographer and director 
whose commissions include the album art for 
Canadian rapper Drake’s Views and a recurring 
gig photographing celebrities at the Toronto 
International Film Festival. Like Leibowitz, she 
wants to create definitive, boundary-pushing 
work but isn’t content to merely follow in her 
idol’s footsteps. Instead, she is crafting a lush 
cinematic style all her own. “I thought I was 
a fashion photographer, but it turns out I’m 
not,” she says of her evolving aesthetic. “I am 
whatever I am. My ambition has always been 
the same — to do good work and shoot great 
things with great people.”

Ennis’s career view is equally broad. After 
working as a stop-motion animator for years, 
she transitioned to designing sets for magazine 
and film shoots, but “art director” doesn’t fully 
capture her skills or ambitions, either. “I have 
a passion for smaller projects,” she explains. “I 
think I’m one of those flighty art people who 
like to do a lot of different things. I go through 
different phases.” 

Ennis and Cronenberg met through mutual 
friends for work, but their relationship quickly 
evolved into something much deeper. “We 
just felt connected to each other, like old 
friends,” recalls the photographer, who began 

collaborating with Ennis on photo shoots. 
“We’d do jobs together and I’d stay at her 
place. It was this adult sleepover version of 
friendship…. Neither of us had kids at that 
point, so we just got to hang out and stay up all 
night talking, things that you would do when 
you were 15.” Past relationships — particularly 
those of the embarrassing teenage kind — 
were a recurring topic in those late-night 
conversations, like the time Ennis lay down 
in front of a boyfriend’s car to stop him from 
leaving, or the time Cronenberg spent days 
in the driveway of her crush waiting for him 
to come home from a trip, only to discover 
he already had a girlfriend. As these stories 
brought them together and they collected still 
more from friends, the idea for The Endings 
began to take shape. They talked about how 
those numerous breakup anecdotes would make 
“a cool visual,” Cronenberg remembers. “And 
then, we thought — This could be a book!” 

The idea of portraying flawed female 
characters, and rejecting conventional notions 
of women as victims, drew them further into 
the project. “Sometimes you did a thing that led 
you to that point,” says Ennis. “It’s definitely 
something we thought about, all those shades of 
grey…. Who is this woman and what brought 
her to this moment? We didn’t want every 
woman to just be crying because someone 
wronged her.”

Seven years and almost 30 shoots later, 
The Endings launched in September 2018 to 
immediate acclaim and a spot on the nonfiction 
best-seller list of The Globe and Mail. Despite 
the film industry connections of Ennis and 
Cronenberg, however, the project was an uphill 
climb financed by a Kickstarter campaign and 
their own savings, and cobbled together with 
sweat, persistence and many favours from 
friends and colleagues. 

The duo began by shooting actors they 
knew, but their ambitions for the venture 
quickly outgrew their circle of connections. 
Cronenberg took jobs as an on-set > 

“It’s definitely something we thought about, all those shades 
of grey…. Who is this woman and what brought her to this 
moment? We didn’t want every woman to just be crying because 
someone wronged her.” — Jessica Ennis
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photographer to get access to actresses she 
was interested in. They pestered publicists and 
agents, working around their subjects’ filming 
schedules and creating sets in New York, L.A. 
and London. “It was obsessive,” Ennis recalls. 
“As the years passed, we sent hundreds, maybe 
thousands, of emails to agents and publicists, 
asking if we could shoot their talent for the 
book.  We’d either come up with the story first 
and then cast an actor we thought would work, 
or we’d become obsessed with a specific actor 
and when they agreed to be in the book, we’d 
create a story that made sense for them.”

The payoff from creating a work outside 
of the bounds of a conventional commercial 
project was the freedom to experiment, to make 
mistakes and discoveries and to hone their 
creative visions in the process. “These shoots 
are where I learned not to worry if not every 
single shot is perfect,” says Cronenberg. “It 
really gave me the opportunity to let go. We’re 
not answering to anyone except us, so if it’s a 
little out of focus, it’s fine.” 

The timing of the release of The Endings 
couldn’t have been more significant. Although 

ABOVE: The creatively-connected duo and co-au-

thors, Jessica Ennis (left) and Caitlin Cronenberg. 

BELOW: British actor Eleanor Tomlinson in “He 

Said I Was Embarrassing at Parties.” OPPOSITE: 
(from top) British actor Gemma Jones in “He’s 

Due Home by Supper.” Quebec-born Amanda 

Brugel in “What Day Is It? It’s Today.” 

they didn’t set out to create a political 
statement, the world in 2018 has a way of 
bringing a story’s political undertones to the 
fore, especially stories about women and men, 
sex and power. “I think there’s an interest in 
women’s stories right now that the culture 
didn’t lend itself to five years ago,” says Ennis. 
“It was good timing,” agrees Cronenberg of 
the book’s release coinciding with the #MeToo 
era. “ The book as a whole is an example of the 
power of women. The stories are [fictional], 
but the end result is a collaboration between us 
and these women who have worked hard and 
achieved amazing things. It’s a true testament 
to how much women can do.” 

As veterans of the film industry, Cronenberg 
and Ennis are no strangers to workplace 
harassment and the discrimination inherent in 
male-dominated fields. The Endings, however, 
was always meant to feel more personal than 
political. “I think breakups are interesting 
to a lot of women because, for the most part, 
people have all experienced the end of a 
relationship or some other kind of heartbreak,” 
notes Ennis. Careful not to dwell on clichés of 

crying, angry women, the pair endeavoured 
to present a wide range of stories coloured by 
real-world experience in their 28 shoots. “That 
range was really important to us,” says Ennis. 
“It was important to show that it can also be 
empowering and freeing.”

Now, with The Endings out in the world and 
the accolades rolling in, they’re working harder 
than ever — Cronenberg trying her hand 
at directing music videos and commercials, 
Ennis collaborating on a children’s book and 
rekindling her love of animation. The Endings,  
it turns out, is really just the beginning. 

“There’s no ‘You’re done.’ There’s no ‘I’ve 
reached my goal and I’m satisfied,’ ” Cronenberg 
explains. “One thing just leads to another thing 
and it makes you want to work even harder. 
Now that we’ve finished the book, there’s no 
sitting back and enjoying the fact that it’s 
done. Now it’s ‘Where do we go from here?’” 


