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Reviewed by Hannah McGill
Despite striking production values and a
reasonably prominent cast, this adaptation of
the 2006 novel by Edward St Aubyn has either
snubbed or been snubbed by the international
festival circuit. It launched with a screening
at the Hay-on-Wye literary festival and a Soho
premiere attended —according to Tatler—by the
prime minister (whose relative-by-marriage
Annabel Mullion plays the part of Mary,
very well), Orlando and Clemmie Fraser, the
Marquess and Marchioness of Cholmondeley,
Alan Hollinghurst and Alan and Philippa
Yentob. Such a rarefied audience should at least
be in a position to comprehend St Aubyn’s
preoccupations —the corrosive effects of English
emotional and sexual repression, the corrupting
influence of inherited wealth —if not to deal with
the bitter implication that the legacy of empire
in wealthy Britons constitutes an indelible
residue of self-loathing, guilt and impotence.
Those familiar with St Aubyn’s five-novel
cycle on the Melrose family, of which Mother’s
Milkis the fourth, will know the tumultuous
backstory of protagonist Patrick Melrose, the
hopelessly messy and substance-dependent
product of a union between a violent paedophile
and a passive alcoholic. Gerry Fox’s film, which
he adapted with St Aubyn, downplays the
family history, making Patrick seem more a
straight-up bastard than a severely damaged
soul —although a spirited performance by Jack
Davenport, a reliable embodiment of moneyed
male repression since he played the caddish
Miles in Channel 4’s This Life, also makes him the
film’s most engaging character. Patrick’s tragedy
is that just as he’s grown up enough to embrace
his anger with his parents and stand up for his
abused child-self, his mother has collapsed into
utter infirmity, robbing him of the pleasure of
loathing her. He can only avenge himself by
trying to scupper her dying wishes —for if there
was no love in his upbringing, surely he at least
deserves some of the family money? Patrick’s
mother Eleanor, however, has willed the lot to
her Irish hippie pal Seamus — who’s not above
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reminding Patrick that his whole class owes
a collective debt to Ireland. The subplot of a
heritage pile being handed to a gang of hippies
is the sort of notion that used to power the
novels of Iris Murdoch — though Fox doesn’t
develop it much, clearly more intrigued by the
edgy interplay between the family members.
The film occasionally succumbs to the
sort of kneejerk caricatures that often mar
Mike Leigh films —squalling nouveau-riche
neighbours, a friend who declares French
horticulture “not NEARLY as nice as an
ENGLISH garden”. Fox and St Aubyn didn’t
need to try so hard to indicate whom we should
dislike, any more than cinematographer Steve
Haskett needed constantly to spin the camera
around the characters while they talk.
Strongly written, full of provocative ideas
about class and motherhood and extremely well
performed, thisis a film that sometimes seems
not to know its own strength; it’s much better
when Fox holds back on dictating audience
reactions and allows us the mental space to
measure for ourselves these characters’levels
of autonomy, kindness, entitlement, damage.
It’s in its quiet moments that his film hits its
emotional stride. One such is when the dying
Eleanor asks of her happily oblivious baby
grandson, “Does he like me?” There’s no right
answer; and little Thomas is soon to learn that
life in his family will never be that simple. ®
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Provence, the present. Englishman Patrick Melrose

is staying with his wife Mary and children Robert and
Thomas at the family chateau. His mother Eleanor,
languishing in hospital with Alzheimer’s, has willed the
property to a New Age group headed by Irish hippie
Seamus. Patrick and Robert resent the attention

Mary pays to baby Thomas, but also dislike the nanny,
Margaret, who is fired after she falls over with the infant
in her arms. Patrick tries to persuade his ailing mother
to change her will, but she is only sporadically lucid. He
drinks to excess and gets anti-depressants and sleeping
pills from his doctor. Mary’s mother Kettle and Patrick’s

ex-girlfriend Julia visit; Patrick half-heartedly rekindles
his relationship with Julia, while Mary and Kettle

bicker. Eleanor instructs the family to sell a number of
paintings to pay for a sensory-deprivation tank for the
commune; Patrick considers stealing the paintings, but
they turn out to be fakes. Seamus and Patrick clash over
the use of the property. Patrick visits Eleanor in hospital
and she asks him to help her die. He makes plans to take
her to Switzerland for an assisted suicide. Mary, Robert
and Patrick go to the hospital to say goodbye to Eleanor,
but she changes her mind and instructs them to do
nothing. Patrick resolves to visit her no more.

Reviewed by Paul Tickell

CEEAUTCan il 1t doesn't augur well. Early
on in My Brother the Devil
there’s a scene with a drug-
dealing gang in a car doing
the London E postcodes chitchat — you’'ve heard
it all before in Top Boy and Bullet Boy. Outside
the frame you sense an anthropologist on
hand with a specimen jar from the University
of Innit. Of course the background research

is already dated, in thrall to Plan B: around
these ill manors a man must go and tell it like
itis, wearing his sincerity on his sleeve.

Thankfully, in her feature debut, writer-
director Sally El Hosaini soon breaks free of
the patois of authenticity that so often hobbles
representations of the British working class
in all its diversity. Her complex, even poetic
portrayal of the ‘badlands’ of Hackney owes
alot to her actors, James Floyd as drug dealer
Rashid and Fady Elsayed as his younger brother
Mo. Their brilliant performances avoid those
cartoons of naturalistic improvisation so
associated with the around-the-hood genre.
Rash is dead set against Mo adopting his own
gangland lifestyle, and tensions are multiplied
when Mo discovers that his big brother is gay.

The strength of the film is that it looks at
brotherly love and its possible disintegration
from the inside out. Thanks to the lingering
cinematography, the two young men are
given what is often only the prerogative of
bourgeois characters: a psychology. When
Rash flees following the murder of his friend
Izzi, the sequence is as much about thinking
asrunning —an accelerated impressionism.
There’s a similar, if slower, approach in scenes
with Mo just hanging out. Taking place ona
strip of green between blocks of flats, these
scenes, sometimes shot into the sun, are like
fleeting urban idylls. The deft use of sound and
music increases the sense of being taken inside a
character. Such interludes locate the individual
psyche within the melting-pot of multicultural
London —we get the personal mythology as well
as the social maelstrom. It’s a minor quibble
that by the end of the film these mini-dramas
of consciousness start to feel a bit predictable.

A bigger problem is Rash’s gayness. This
theme is treated like some debating issue, and
not helped by the way Mo clothes his instinctive
disgust, explaining to his circle that Rash is
not quite his normal self because he’s up to his
neck in “terrorist shit”. The film plays safe with
sexuality, pulling back from the innovative,
genre-bending direction it might have taken at
this point: Rash’s French-Arab lover Sayyid (Said
Taghmaoui), looks, with the gangland stigmata
of ascar down his side, both erotic and tragic, like
Bramante’s painting of Christ at the Column. But
the promise of the love that dare not speak its
name roaming London Fields in the manner of
Jean Genet never develops. Such a transgressive
take on class, crime and sexuality —you’ll find
itin Joe Orton’s plays —is beyond the film.
Instead My Brother heads for the drearier shores
of arthouse, with professional photographer
Sayyid pontificating about framing as a form
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