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About the Author 

 

 

Alex Michaelides was born and raised in Cyprus. He has an M.A. in English Literature 

from Trinity College, Cambridge University, and an M.A. in Screenwriting from the 

American Film Institute in Los Angeles. The Silent Patient was his first novel and 

debuted at #1 on the New York Times bestseller list. It spent more than a year on 

the New York Times bestseller list and is sold in a record-breaking 50 countries. His 

second novel, The Maidens, was an instant New York Times bestseller and garnered 

rave reviews from The Guardian, Esquire, Entertainment Weekly, and more. After living 

in London for many years, Alex has recently moved back to his birthplace, Cyprus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Retrieved from: https://us.macmillan.com/author/alexmichaelides 

 

 

https://us.macmillan.com/author/alexmichaelides


 

3 
 

About the Book 

 

Alicia Berenson’s life is seemingly perfect. A famous painter married to an in-demand 
fashion photographer, she lives in a grand house with big windows overlooking a park in 
one of London’s most desirable areas. One evening her husband Gabriel returns home 
late from a fashion shoot, and Alicia shoots him five times in the face, and then never 
speaks another word. 
 
Alicia’s refusal to talk, or give any kind of explanation, turns a domestic tragedy into 
something far grander, a mystery that captures the public imagination and casts Alicia 
into notoriety. The price of her art skyrockets, and she, the silent patient, is hidden away 
from the tabloids and spotlight at the Grove, a secure forensic unit in North London. 
 
Theo Faber is a criminal psychotherapist who has waited a long time for the opportunity 
to work with Alicia. His determination to get her to talk and unravel the mystery of why 
she shot her husband takes him down a twisting path into his own motivations—a 
search for the truth that threatens to consume him.... 
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Discussion Questions 

1. Jean-Felix and his art gallery profit from the notoriety surrounding Alicia’s paintings 
after she murders her husband. How do you feel about the painting “Alcestis” being 
exhibited publicly? Do you think Alicia intended for the painting to gain fame? What 
do you know about the Alcestis myth? 

2. During Alicia’s trial, Theo notes that “while everyone was talking, writing, arguing 
about Alicia, at the heart of this frantic, noisy activity there was a void–a silence.” 
What risks do you think we take when we generate noise around a silent figure?  

3. Theo claims that most people who go into mental health professions do so because 
they are “damaged” and seeking a way to “heal” themselves. Do you think this 
might be true? In what way might you be seeking to heal yourself through your own 
profession? 

4. When Theo finds out Kathy is cheating on him, his therapist, Ruth, counsels him, 
“Real love is very quiet, very still. It’s boring if seen from the perspective of high 
drama. Love is deep and calm and constant.” Do you think any of the characters in 
this novel exhibit that kind of love? If not, what keeps them together? 

5. Alicia stabs Elif in the eye with a paintbrush after Elif claims that Theo is in love with 
Alicia. Why do you think Alicia reacted so violently to this claim? 

6. When Alicia overhears her father wishing that she had died in the car crash instead 
of her mother, she responds by whispering, “He killed me…Dad just–killed me.” Is it 
fair to judge a person’s wishes as seriously as their actions? In what situation might 
this judgment be fair? 

7. Theo and Alicia both feel that, despite his sympathetic gestures, Jean-Felix loves 
Alicia’s artwork more than he loves Alicia herself. Is it appropriate to separate an 
artist from his or her art? Can you love one and not the other? 

8. Theo attempts to frame Christian for Alicia’s murder, stating, “I had no qualms 
about framing him. Christian had failed Alicia when she needed him the most; he 
deserved to be punished.” What do you think about Theo’s rationale? How 
responsible is Christian for Alicia’s fate? 

9. Shortly before he is arrested, Theo reflects that “no therapist ever had a better shot 
at (healing someone) than Ruth” and wonders if his immoral behavior disproves the 
effectiveness of talk therapy. Do you think Theo’s therapist failed him or that he 
failed his therapist? Both? Neither? 

10. From the beginning to the end of the book, Theo insists that he only ever intended 
to help Alicia. Do you think this claim is sincere? If so, why did his “help” have such 
disastrous consequences? 
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Author Interview 

 

When Alex Michaelides (AFI Class of 2004) released his first novel “The Silent 
Patient” earlier this year, he not only had a taut and spellbinding psychological thriller on 
his hands, but also a hit novel that debuted at #1 on The New York Times Best Sellers 
List. Michaelides studied English literature at Cambridge University, received his MA in 
Screenwriting from AFI and credits Henry James, Hitchcock, Tennessee Williams and 
Billy Wilder as writing inspirations. 

He decided to use his passion for Greek mythology and his real-life experience working 
at a psychiatric unit as the setting for “The Silent Patient,” which chronicles a woman’s 
sudden act of violence against her husband, followed by her mysterious silence ― and 
the therapist obsessed with unraveling her motive. This spring, Plan B acquired the 
movie rights to develop it as a feature film. In addition to writing novels, Michaelides has 
also worked as a screenwriter on films including THE CON IS ON and THE DEVIL YOU 
KNOW. 

AFI spoke with him about the resilience it took to write his first novel, the advice Uma 
Thurman gave him on set and what he took away from his time spent at the AFI 
Conservatory. 

AFI: What was your inspiration behind writing “The Silent Patient”? 

AM: I think it was a combination for me of Greek mythology meets psychotherapy. I was 
inspired by Agatha Christie and Alfred Hitchcock’s classic thrillers and the Greek 
mythology I encountered in my early teens. It was inspired by the play by “Alcestis” by 
Euripides, where she dies to save her husband and, when they are reunited at the end 
of the play, she won’t speak to him and we don’t really know why she refuses to speak. 
That kind of refusal to concede haunted me. 

Then I had to work out how to adapt it. I wanted to update it, but I didn’t know whether it 
should be a play or a film or a novel ultimately. It was only when I’d worked in a 
psychiatric unit for a couple of years that I suddenly had the idea to set it in that 
environment, and everything came together. 

I knew I wanted it to be a thriller because I’ve always been obsessed with Hitchcock. I 
wanted to try and create something like that, so I imagined how he might be watching 
me over my shoulder as I wrote the novel. 

AFI: I found it interesting how you managed to capture the zeitgeist of the Me Too 
movement in terms of your depiction of the “silenced woman.” Why do you think 
that concept has resonated so strongly with readers? 

https://deadline.com/2019/03/annapurna-plan-b-developing-new-york-times-bestseller-the-silent-patient-for-big-screen-1202569721/
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AM: When it went to auction for the movie rights, a lot of producers called from L.A. and 
they said it kind of chimed in well with the Me Too movement. Behind bars, with all of 
these men surrounding her, trying to control her, and I felt that a woman’s last recourse, 
when she has no other weapon, is silence. It felt very real to me, and I think that’s why it 
resonates with a lot of people in using silence as a weapon. It gives them the ability to 
retain their power. 

AFI: Can you talk about that decision to use diary entries to give your character a 
voice and how you went about writing these? 

AM: I knew that I wanted her to be threatening initially. But I knew that if we were going 
to care about this woman, we had to somehow get inside her head. And so it was a 
question of withholding access initially and slowly we get more diary entries as we get 
closer to her. 

But in terms of the diary entries themselves, I felt really scared of that part and wasn’t 
sure I’d know how to interpret her, so I put it off. It was actually the very last thing that I 
wrote. I wrote the rest of the book. And then I spent a summer walking around a park 
near where I live in London, taking notes on my phone and essentially trying to get into 
her mindset and become this character for the diary entries. And then I cut it all up and 
inserted it. It was a really interesting process. 

AFI: What were the challenges of being a first-time novelist? Did you feel the 
pressure or was it liberating to be writing a novel where you have so much space 
to explore the interiority of characters, as opposed to a screenplay? 

AM: There are two aspects here. One was professionally I felt as a writer on films that it 
was quite painful for me because everything that could go wrong usually does go wrong 
in production. I wanted to have a creative project were nothing could go wrong, apart 
from my own mistakes. 

And the other side of it was a friend of mine who’s a critic read it and said that, “films are 
about contraction whereas novels are about expansion.” By that he means, in a film you 
have to keep it going full-speed while with a book you can really slow down and get into 
the character’s head. Discovering that was incredibly liberating, and now I feel much 
more like a novelist than a dramatist because I think I’m better at entering someone’s 
head than at staging a scene. I think they’re very different skills. 

AFI: What was it like transitioning from writing screenplays to penning a novel 
like “The Silent Patient”? 

AM: It’s interesting because all writers are influenced by film whether they want to admit 
it or not. I think that AFI particularly had a big influence on me. I was very lucky when I 
was at AFI and had a really incredible teacher named Allen Estrin who was all about 
motivation, intention and goal and constantly having to think about that as the DNA of 
every scene. I think about him and the way that he drummed that into us every day, 
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even now. So that obviously effected me as a novelist — this kind of filmic need to have 
a constant forward movement. 

Before I started writing “The Silent Patient,” I felt like my writing career had not gone 
very well and it had been quite difficult, and I had a kind of whispering voice in my head 
telling me to write a novel. So I thought that before I gave up writing altogether, I was 
going to write the novel that I’d always wanted to write — a detective story, a Hitchcock 
thriller. 

AFI: Was there anything you learned at AFI that helped you in the process of 
completing your first novel?  

AM: I was fortunate to have Estrin, who was a really good teacher, and I miss that 
writing group even now. I learned how to structure a story and I got a really good 
grounding at the Conservatory. I don’t think I could have written the book without it 
actually, so I owe the AFI a lot. It also just made me feel like a creative person who was 
worth something. At the time, it was a real validation. 

AFI: I heard you were actually in the middle of writing “The Silent Patient” when 
you were on the set of THE CON IS ON, and you shared the idea with actress Uma 
Thurman. Did she have any good advice that you applied to your process? 

AM: Yes, she had some really good advice. I told her about the character of Alicia, and 
she said to me, “what does she do?” And I said, “I don’t know.” And Uma said, “She 
should be a painter because then if she doesn’t speak, that’s her way of getting the 
unconscious onto the page, and we can communicate through her paintings.” And I 
thought that was a really brilliant idea, so I went back and rewrote a lot of the book after 
she gave me that advice. 

AFI: Your novel is the first publication from Celadon Books, a new boutique 
division of Macmillan. Can you talk about how you got your script into the hands 
of your agent and then your editor Ryan Doherty at Celadon? 

AM: Actually this is really interesting because it goes back to my former teacher, Allen 
Estrin. On my first day, he told us not to go out to parties or to network. He said to just 
write a really good screenplay and then leave it in a parking lot, and it’ll get made. And 
that made me laugh so much, but I also thought about that with all of the emphasis on 
getting an agent. And I didn’t have an agent when I wrote the book. I had actually been 
dropped by my last agent. 

And I didn’t even think about having an agent until I felt that the book was ready for 
someone to read. So I made it as good as I could and then I went online and found an 
agency that I thought looked good that accepted unsolicited submissions, and I emailed 
them the first three chapters. And the next day, an agent asked for the whole book. And 
then the next week, he asked me to meet him. And a week after that, “The Silent 
Patient” went to auction in the UK. And then Celadon heard about it from the scouts and 
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called us in London to preempt the sale. It sounds like a fairytale because nothing in my 
career has ever happened quite like that. It was a dream come true. 

AFI: After Celadon came onboard, what was the editing process like? 

AM: Ryan Doherty is my editor and he comes from film — he used to work at Sony, so 
we get along really well. I’d revised it so much because I felt like it was my last shot. I 
kept printing it out and going over it and making corrections. I did that for about a year, 
and the corrections didn’t seem to be getting any less so I thought I was going crazy. 
But eventually they did pretty much stop, so I knew that it was time to get an agent. 

When I worked with Ryan, there weren’t many edits to do because I’d already done 
most of them. But he did say the previous ending didn’t work because it was too rushed, 
and he made some suggestions. So he ended up fixing the ending for me and had me 
rewrite it. It was really a wonderful experience working with him. 

AFI: With a novel that features a forensic psychotherapist so strongly, how did 
your experience working at a psychiatric unit influence the novel? 

AM: I studied therapy at two different places in the UK, but I didn’t graduate. I ultimately 
decided I was a writer and not a therapist. I also worked for two years in a psychiatric 
unit for teenagers as part of my training and then it kind of took over my life. I only left 
because it got shut down due to all of the budget cuts after the financial crisis. 

I didn’t use any of the people from that unit as inspiration for the novel, but I did 
recognize that I needed an iconic, enclosed location. And I thought, “I know about 
psychiatric units. I can write about that convincingly, and I can use the emotions I had 
while I was there.” I didn’t know anything about detectives, but I did know about 
psychotherapists, so I thought of making the hero into one. A lot of it was about using 
my own life experience in the writing, which I hadn’t ever done before. 

AFI: Can you talk about Plan B optioning the rights to “The Silent Patient” to 
adapt it into a film and if you’re attached to write the screenplay? 

AM: Yes, I’m adapting it, and it’s in development right now. There was a real irony to 
producers I’d been trying to meet unsuccessfully for the past 20 years suddenly calling 
me. It was a really lovely moment when that happened. And Plan B makes great 
movies. 

Ultimately, I think it’s important to be flexible. When I was a young writer, I wasn’t 
flexible. So now I tend to be very adaptable, and I don’t have any ego about taking “The 
Silent Patient” apart and putting it together in a completely different way for a different 
medium. Producer Jeremy Kleiner at Plan B is amazing, and I think I will learn a lot from 
working with him. 
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AFI: What project are you currently working on? 

AM: I’m currently writing my next book so I’ve been doing that for the past few months, 
and I hope to be done with it by the end of the year. It’s about a series of murders at 
Cambridge and a Greek Tragedy Professor who is suspected of murdering his students. 
So, again, it’s about an iconic, enclosed location that I know something about since I 
went to school there. It’s been really fun. I got an apartment in Paris for the summer, 
and I just wrote every day. 

AFI: For any AFI Fellows and/or alumni interested in writing novels, what were the 
greatest hurdles for you, and do you have any advice for how to go about 
breaking in? 

AM: The moment you said that, I immediately thought of the Stephen King quote: 
“writing a novel is like crossing The Atlantic in a bucket.” I think it’s true because it goes 
on so long and you can’t see land for the longest time, so you just have to trust and 
keep going. When you’re writing a novel, you really have to cut yourself some slack and 
be kind to yourself, so you can keep going until you finish. 
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 Share your thoughts with other readers! 
 

DATE: ________________________________________ 

BOOK CLUB: __________________________________ 

BOOK TITLE:  _________________________________ 

 

As a group we rated this book: 

          1               2             3             4             5 

      Ugh!                            It was OK...                    Loved it!      

 

Would we recommend this book to other book clubs?                     

Yes                No              Undecided     

 

 

Why/why not? 

 

 

Our discussion: 

 

 


