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James N. Kienitz Wilkins’ 

The Misconceived 

it’s describing. But Wilkins and co. have found a way for the surrealistic nightmare to convey 
something personal and homegrown. The Misconceived is about the layers upon layers of 
human-made artifice that always stand between the maker and the viewer; by making that 
plain to see, the nuts and bolts of the construction project become the film’s subject. Motion-
capture animation serves as a perpetual reminder of the human labor that brought The 
Misconceived to life, allowing the film to function as an anti-AI provocation. In a 2024 essay 
for Triple Canopy, Wilkins touches on the discomfiting nature of these sorts of visuals: “The 
2023 remake of the 1989 [Little Mermaid] is an unsettling CGI extravaganza with Javier Bardem 
playing Ariel’s father, King Triton, whose head looks like it’s falling off his neck (a common 
side-effect of bargain-basement motion capture, for which Disney has no excuse).” It’s a 
perverse conceptual stunt for The Misconceived to use these same tools to reckon with 
humanity in filmmaking at a fraction of The Little Mermaid’s budget. 

But The Misconceived takes things a step further, transcending its status as a single film to 
expand on a self-referential, deeply idiosyncratic body of work. It is definitely set on Planet 
Wilkins: it begins in a Dunkin’ Donuts, a frequent setting and point of obsession across his 
work; all of the music is sourced from royalty-free Shutterstock affiliate Pond 5, which may as 
well be Wilkins’s house sponsor; and the bottle of wine at the Whitney Biennial party, Ménage 
à Trois, is the same wine in Clip’s house in The Plagiarists. These in-jokes call to mind his 2023 
work Still Film: the voiceover here takes the form of a deposition with four speaking roles, all 
performed by Wilkins, giving the sense of a split-personality internal monologue. The psyche 
is putting itself on trial, or at least trying to get to the bottom of something. All the while, we’re 
looking at press stills from films in the ’80s and ’90s—the period of Wilkins’s childhood—
taken by on-set photographers for lobby cards and promotional purposes, and showing a 
different angle on scenes than the actual camera of the film. Why, you may ask, have these 
images occasioned a legal proceeding? The lawyers fret over the porous boundaries between 
movies and lived experience—the way that pop culture can hijack our memories of 
childhood, and certain scenes feel like they happened to us. It’s all too much: the movies 
bombard us with an overwhelming amount of narrative information, especially at an 
impressionable time like childhood. “No one knows what matters anymore,” one of the 
lawyers says, explaining that this deposition is about clarifying the facts of Wilkins’s 
memories and lived experience. “All facts are equal in value,” he adds, and only legible in 
aggregate—in the context of the larger body of evidence, deposition, or thought process. 

Movies dwell in the ambiguous space between narrative information and individual affect—
the constructed form, and the people behind it. Desperate to separate out these two elements, 
one of the lawyers chirps up “object to form” so frequently that the phrase devolves into pure 
sound, a grouping of syllables. Instead, Wilkins’s cinema is perched on that thin line between 
legibility and abstraction: narrative cinema can impose some comforting coherence on the 
world, but then, these familiar devices collapse on themselves if we look at them too closely. 
Even if a film is an exorbitantly pricey oversimplification of reality, there’s still the drive to pick 
up one’s tools and build something new. Tyler might ask, how do you reach people? A voice 
from a childhood memory might offer a parting reassurance that you can take or leave: if you 
build it, your audience will come. ◆ 



ABOUT THE FILM 
In a tragicomedy about millennials turning forty, The Misconceived continues the journey of Tyler 
from The Plagiarists (2019). The Misconceived is a 3D-rendered feature film about home renovation 
that doubles as an acidic and comic treatise on the working conditions of the contemporary 
creative class. Starring John Magary, Jesse Wakeman, Jess Barbagallo, J. Dixon Byrne, and Callie 
Hernandez. Post-screening Q&A moderated by journalist Molly Lambert. 

TRT: 88 min 
In person: James N. Kienitz Wilkins, Joey Frank (executive producer), and Emile Klein (sound 
designer) 

Makin’ It 
by Chloe Lizotte 

The following is an excerpt of an article originally published by Reverse Shot, April 22, 2026 

[James N. Kienitz Wilkins’] newest feature, The Misconceived, catapults his recurring constellation 
of themes into his craziest visual world yet. You never know what you’re going to see when you 
watch a Wilkins film—it could be a 30-minute shot of a coffee cup (This Action Lies), an hour-long 
succession of press stills from ’80s and ’90s Hollywood movies (Still Film), or a three-and-a-half-
hour gradient shift from a black frame to a white frame (The Republic—the narration is a 
hyperverbal five-act play about libertarian social outcasts). But it still comes as a surprise that 
Wilkins has made a film in Unreal Engine, a 3D graphics engine that was originally designed in 
the late ’90s to animate video games. 

Gaming engines have since become popular in the film industry to craft virtual sets; these 
surroundings can be rendered on LED volumes in real time behind the actors, like exceptionally 
good-looking rear projections that cameras can easily track around, eliminating the need for 
finicky green-screen in post. They’re also used to animate characters through motion capture, but 
instead of making something like The Mandalorian or the photorealistic Lion King, Wilkins here 
uses Unreal Engine to render a script that is decidedly not sci-fi or fantasy—it’s a low-budget 
drama requiring a single set and maybe a dozen actors, but for which he and his team could not 
secure traditional financing. The result is deeply uncanny, making immersion impossible; just 
when you get used to the way some of the figures move and speak, a few new characters will show 
up whose animation style seems to come from an entirely different aesthetic universe, throwing 
you off balance. By the same token, it’s also impossible to imagine the film being made with live 
actors; if it were, it would lose a crucial source of tension. As so many key conversations in the film 
swirl around authenticity in artmaking and identity, it’s pointed for the film’s visuals to encourage 
you to question everything you are watching. 

The plot has to do with physical construction—a home renovation project—which is a good 
framework for a movie that foregrounds its digital tools. At the heart of the film is an unlikely 
reunion: fortysomething Tyler takes a carpentry job remodeling the vacation home of a sculptor 
named Tobin, who happens to be his former best friend from college. Tobin remembers Tyler as a 
burgeoning filmmaker, but Tyler never broke into the industry; now, he is the primary caregiver 
for a young son, and wonders if his own unproduced screenplay has mostly become a 
“therapeutic” exercise. Although Tobin is more conventionally successful than Tyler on paper, he 

reeks with desperation to remain relevant in the art world, courting the attention of the Whitney 
Biennial curators as he enters middle age. He and his wife, Gwen, leave the workers—alongside 
Tyler, that’s lead contractor Widget and young helper Mikey, a gleefully crass aspiring screenwriter
—at the mercy of their own whims and neuroses. Their relationship is transactional, and newly 
fraught because of circumstances that brought Tyler on the job in the first place; he was invited 
aboard as a replacement for a contractor who experienced some sort of a breakdown. 

Most of the characters are animated fairly photorealistically, with intentional, unresolved stiffness 
in body language and mouth movements. Tyler looks a lot like Keanu Reeves, pulling in A Scanner 
Darkly and The Matrix as visual reference points, suggesting a labyrinth of signifiers and 
surveillance. He perpetually regards the high-strung, self-absorbed Tobin—sort of a funhouse-
mirror Jason Sudeikis, gritting his teeth at the exact midpoint of a smile and grimace—with a 
world-weary fatigue, exhausted by his privilege to obsess over his art-sphere standing and tune 
everyone else out of his field of vision. But this consistency of style breaks down soon enough. 
Mikey, for one, looks like more of a cartoon than everyone else; his pointy ears evoke an elf, or an 
imp, suiting his personality. His jarring appearance also reflects the other characters’ classist 
perspective toward him—for a gag late in the film, it’s revealed that his contact is saved in Tyler’s 
phone as “Mikey Worker.” These sudden deviations from visual expectations beg the question of 
whose gaze is shaping the world we’re seeing—the more cartoonish or one-dimensional a 
character appears, the more we have to work to overcome the artifice of the film and afford them 
greater depth. As The Misconceived progresses, Mikey becomes something of a bizarre force unto 
himself, transcending this reductive reading through sheer will of disruptive comic relief. 

The Misconceived, […which was pitched as a companion piece to Wilkins and Schavoir’s 2019 
feature, The Plagiarists…], does away with every single image that may suggest a shortcut to indie-
movie authenticity. Besides, “it’s all CG these days,” as Tyler says to Tobin, a reminder that even the 
unlikeliest movies might be digital composites. […] Instead, the film makes these ideas explicit in-
text through two conversations about the modern state of filmmaking, the audio offering an ironic 
counterpoint to the visuals. The first is a long conversation between Tyler and Tobin after work—
Tobin downs beers; Tyler looks on—during which Tobin encourages Tyler not to give up on his 
dreams of directing. He name-checks a torrent of filmmakers who have seemingly been able to 
shoot movies on the fly and impart something “gritty” or “real”: the Safdies for their 1970s New 
York style; Sean Baker and Steven Soderbergh for shooting quickly on iPhones. Neon and A24 are 
into that, says Tobin—those famously homegrown incubators of microbudget talent, rather than 
the new moneyed award-season disruptors—but Tyler brushes it off. 

We learn why toward the end of the film, when the Whitney Biennial curators pay Tobin a studio 
visit. He and Tyler duke it out with two dueling monologues on the state of the art world: Tyler 
asserts that the feature film—as a platform for original vision and an artistic format—is “outdated,” 
doomed to be swallowed up by a tsunami of content, with no screening or streaming venues that 
would allow it to cut through the noise and connect with audiences. At worst, a debut feature is a 
“cynical prelude to directing a Marvel movie,” a “lifestyle add-on at 1.5x speed” that exists only to 
be consumed. Tobin, doing worse than Tyler in his bid to hold the curators’ attention, freaks out in 
response, insisting that feature films must have their place as transmitters of collective narratives to 
make sense of the world: boss-battle electro music plays as he breathlessly yells, “It’s belief that 
makes the real world real and not a surrealistic nightmare!” (These monologues, it’s revealed in the 
end credits, smuggle in quotations from a few arts writers, including Richard Brody and Violet 
Lucca.) 

The Misconceived is, on its face, a surrealistic nightmare—and that feels right for the state of affairs 


