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This beautifully illustrated book is co-edited by Jane Harris and Jimmy Edmonds, whose son Josh died in a car crash in January 2011, aged 22. Jane is a psychotherapist and Jimmy a documentary film– maker and together they have deployed these talents and skills to consistent creative effect. Jane and Jimmy established ‘The Good Grief Project, in 2017 and this book documents many personal responses to grief, encountered variously through examples such as ‘Active Grief ‘sessions, art, film and photography. 

The book begins with a Foreword by Dr Kathryn Mannix, which sets the tone for what follows, with two crucial messages. Firstly, that mortality is a fact of life and secondly that despite this fact, we largely lack the social responses to deal with its inevitability, resulting in the silence which often greets bereaved people as others struggle with finding the ‘right’ words. 

As a qualified therapist and social worker, myself, much of the book resonated with me professionally but perhaps most significantly on a personal level. Like Jimmy and Jane, I have also faced the sudden, unexpected death of one of my children, and have found meaning in writing about this experience. Therefore, I found the focus of Chapter One, written by Jimmy Edmonds, particularly relevant both personally and professionally, as Jimmy concentrates on ‘constructing a narrative’ following the death of a child. Jimmy frames this narrative formation as a creative act, following this with a series of similar innovative endeavours, including creating Josh’s casket and producing a film.  Within this first Chapter, Jimmy also tells a story in which he is asked ‘how many children do you have?’ to which he responds ‘’Three, one of whom is dead.’ In my experience this is a perennial problem for those bereaved by child death, where to tell the truth as Jimmy did is to be met with ‘stony silence.’ However, when that child is denied, they are also erased from history, thereby compromising the truth of experience.  This book is an important counter to that commonplace social erasure, offering a myriad of innovative methods for maintaining continuing bonds. 

Following the initial Chapter, creative examples follow throughout the book.  From Sophie Pierce’s response to her son Felix’s death in which she found solace both in wild swimming and writing, through Simon Brays photographic project ‘Loved and Lost’ to one of my personal favourites, Gary Andrew’s evocative ‘A doodle a day’ in which he captures daily life with young children following the death of his partner. 

Throughout the 24 Chapters, 11 of which are authored either by Jimmy or Jane, there are ‘blue boxes’ which contain reflections and suggestions. These are designed to help people who are grieving the death of someone significant, and they culminate in Jimmy and Jane sharing ‘ten things we have learned.’ This learning includes the final reflection that there are ‘benefits to be had from grieving,’ a message that I have seen emphasised widely in my own work. 

From a social work perspective, greater inclusion of many of the diverse cultural aspects of grieving, would have enriched the book, since many of these are highly active, symbolic, and creative, thereby echoing the central tenets of this book. Similarly, funeral poverty and austerity are not considered and these significant constraints to people’s creative experiences of grief are particularly relevant for contemporary social work. Nevertheless, as so much of social work is concerned with loss and change, I am certain that this evocative book will be of great benefit to practitioners, academics and all those involved with the delivery and practice of the profession. 
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