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Dedication 

This volume of film reviews is dedicated to my partner,  
Dr George Hook, who has provided feedback on every one of 

them. 



INTRODUCTION 
Soon after moving to Australia in 2010, my partner George 
and I helped to establish a film club in the inner city suburb 
of North Melbourne. We met monthly for many years, and 
it continued successfully long after we retired in 2018 and 
returned to live in Aotearoa New Zealand. The following 
year we enthusiastically established another film club in 
Akaroa, a small town in the South Island, where we now 
live. We met twice at our local boutique theatre before 
covid lockdowns prevented us from gathering.  

Serendipitously, this paved the way for the first of my film 
reviews, which I shared with film club members in Akaroa. 
As they proved popular, I was encouraged to make them 
more widely available. So began my Friday Film Review 
blog that has gone out regularly to subscribers since that 
time. As a collection they now form the basis of this book.   

In this edition of reviews you will find a mixture of feature 
films and miniseries. I have identified where they may be 
streamed from, but inevitably their availability will differ 
from region to region, so you may have to search for some.   

I hope you enjoy reading the reviews as much as I have 
enjoyed writing them. 

Marie Connolly PhD 
March 2023 



AMMONITE  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐   
Categorisation: Period drama/Biopic (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV, YouTube, Arovision

  

S toryline: This film depicts a taboo relationship between two 
women in 1840s Lyme Regis, a town in West Dorset, England. It is a 
place that is renowned for fossil excavation. Mary Anning, in real 
life an early 19th century paleontological pioneer, famously had a 

workshop there, where she would also sell the fossils she’d found to 
provide income for herself and her widowed mother. In the first scenes, 
we are introduced to Mary, the harsh environment in which she 
undertakes her excavations, and the grim routines of her life as she 
makes shell-encrusted curios for tourists. One day a wealthy and 
enthusiastic hobbyist, Roderick Murchison, comes into her shop 
wanting to accompany Mary on her fossil hunting expeditions. 
Reluctantly she agrees as she needs the fee he will undoubtedly pay. His 
depressed and silent wife, Charlotte, is with him, and later as he 
prepares to leave Lyme Regis for Europe, Roderick worries that the trip 
would be too much for his wife, and so engages the reluctant Mary to 
keep an eye out for her during his absence. So the relationship between 
the two women begins, becoming increasingly intimate and opening an 
emotional space for both women. 

F ilm-craft: Ammonite is beautifully filmed. It’s slow and lingering, 
and we get some great shots of the rugged West Dorset coastline. 
Although much of the drama takes place in Mary’s cottage, a small 

oppressive place that reinforces the sense of confinement and 
constraint. The sexual scenes in the film are graphic yet sensitively 
done, although I think occurring with unlikely haste. I would have 
preferred to see more tender exploration as their intimacy developed. 
The move to full-on sex might nevertheless portray the depth of unmet 
need in both characters.. 

C
ast: Kate Winslet and Saoirse Ronan play the two women, big 
names in the film industry, and unsurprisingly they are both 
outstanding. Saying very little, Winslet in particular brings 
remarkable expressive emotion to the role of Mary. Alongside 



Winslet and Ronan, there is a great supporting cast,  James McArdle as 
Roderick, and Gemma Jones as Mary’s harrowed mother. 

P
ersonal Comments: On the face of it, as a film about the 
relationship between two women, Ammonite tells the story pretty 
well…although I think it could have been shorter in the telling. It 

subtly uses the metaphor of the ammonite to explore the gradual 
opening of Mary’s tightly held emotional frame. But my main criticism 
of the film is the way in which it misrepresents both women 
professionally and personally. In reality, Mary and Charlotte both made 
important contributions to science. Completely obliterated in the film, 
Charlotte’s expertise in geology long predated her husband’s interest. 
Indeed, in recognition of her scientific contribution she had an 
ammonite that she had sketched named after her, Ammonites 
murchisonae. Over the years, Charlotte and Roderick were constant 
companions, travelling across Continental Europe, as they both 
undertook their important scientific work together. A thoughtful, 
intelligent and cultured woman, Charlotte influenced her husband 
greatly. As Roderick’s brother confirmed ‘To his wife he owed his fame, 
as he never failed gratefully to record…’ (https://www.jstor.org/stable/
24136821?seq=1). It is true that Charlotte and Mary met each other and, 
despite coming from different social classes, became close friends. It is 
also true that during the 19th century (and following) women in science 
faced considerable disadvantage, their discoveries often usurped by 
ambitious men. But I do find it objectionable when filmmakers 
purposefully fail to acknowledge the achievements of real women, and 
misrepresent critical aspects of their personalities, something that is 
clearly done in Ammonite. The film maker, Francis Lee, has referenced 
his own experiences as being working class and queer. It seems this is 
also becoming something of a filmmaking signature for him, his debut, 
Gods Own Country, traversing similar territory. Shoehorning Mary 
Anning and Charlotte Murchison’s relationship into this frame as a 
means to an ideological end, is disrespectful to both women – and in 
fact is entirely unnecessary. Given the complete lack of evidence for 
Lee’s interpretation of the women’s relationship, and indeed evidence 
to the contrary, he might have better avoided the biopic genre 
altogether and instead told a beautiful, poignant story of two fictional 
women…for me, that would have had so much more integrity. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/24136821?seq=1
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24136821?seq=1


ANNETTE 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Contemporary opera/drama (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV, YouTube

  

S toryline: Instructed to take a last deep breath, the audience 
is told how to behave. Amongst a number of prohibitions, 
breathing will not be tolerated during the show… And so 
begins Annette, a thoroughly extraordinary theatrical film 

that defies genre. Once clear about what the show will and will 
not allow, the musicians tune-up and we experience the 
cadenced ear-worm So May We Start. It’s hard to imagine where 
the show will go from there. There is a plot buried within, but 
that’s the very least of what is on offer. French director Leos 
Carax brings us an astonishing musical that tells of two 
celebrities, Ann the beautiful opera singer, and Henry a stand-up 
comedian. To the intense interest of the media, they find each 
other, marry, and have an unusual daughter, baby Annette. Sadly 
it’s not plain sailing. Henry, initially the more successful of the 
two, obsesses that his star is in decline, while Ann’s career, 
famous for her operatic death scenes, soars. Then we follow the 
tragic deterioration of their celebrity relationship. But this one is 
like no other, and soon we are drawn into a compelling tale of 
jealousy, exploitation and destruction. 

F ilm-craft: American pop and rock band brothers Ron and 
Russell Mael have written a great soundtrack for Annette. 
They also put in an appearance at the beginning of the film 

when they perform So May We Start with the rest of the cast. 
It’s a classy act that is completed in a single take. The 
cinematography is terrific, with novel scenes of sheer brilliance. 
The birth of Annette, accompanied by song (She’s Out of this 
World), is peculiar and shocking. Also accompanied by song, the 



bizarre sex scenes are erotic and obsessive – top marks to Driver 
and Cotillard for keeping on singing throughout! Carax 
apparently required that all the songs be sung live. Imagine that. 

C ast: Adam Driver is tremendous as the deeply flawed Henry 
McHenry who switches seamlessly from charming to 
offensive, from caring to self-indulgent, and from handsome 
to ugly. Despite being a successful comedian, his inclination 

toward self-loathing guarantees him little fun, and his 
dominating presence in the film ensures that we appreciate this 
is no typical comedy we are watching. It is a dark film full of 
malice, but also fantastical magic realism. Marion Cotillard as the 
ethereal Ann, although having a smaller part is equally 
outstanding. But inexplicably it’s the casting of baby Annette that 
is the most emotionally revealing of all. The voice she magically 
inherits from her mother is palpable in its sadness and her face is 
a picture of a human despair.   

P ersonal Comments: It wouldn’t surprise me if Annette 
generates a cult following – it’s the kind of film that some 
people will go back to again and again. It’s certainly not 

mainstream nor is it perfect – it drifts halfway through, and it’s 
way too long. But if you like seriously weird contemporary 
opera, and are not too disturbed by dark and controlling themes, 
it is a memorable and entertaining watch. In fact, I might just go 
and see it again…just to check that they were indeed singing 
throughout the sex scenes… 



ANXIOUS PEOPLE 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Comedy police drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Swedish with subtitles

  

S toryline: Swedish author Fredrik Backman is getting quite a 
reputation, not only for his terrific novels, but also their 
successful adaptation to the screen. In 2016 director Hannes 
Holm adapted Backman’s debut novel, the funny and 

poignant New York Times best seller A Man Called Ove. It was 
hugely popular at the box office. Now, director Felix Herngren 
and scriptwriter Calila Ahlgren have adapted Backman’s recent 
novel, Anxious People, for Netflix. This police comedy drama tells 
the story of Jim and Jack, father and son, who are also colleagues 
in the Swedish Police. They live together too, and right from the 
start we get the sense of the warm relationship between them. 
It’s New Year’s Eve, and Jack is having his annual haircut. It’s 
only half done when the hairdresser spots a bank robbery 
occurring just metres away. Unfortunately for the robber, it’s a 
cash-less bank and the heist is abandoned. Jack and Jim 
haphazardly give chase, only to find themselves in the middle of 
a hostage drama. The robber escapes by entering a nearby 
apartment, then unintentionally hijacks an ‘open home’, 
imprisoning all of its potential home-buyers. While Jack 
investigates, the half-hour episodes delve into the personal 
experiences of everyone involved, and the fascinating 
relationships that form between them. 



F ilm-craft: The filming takes place in Södertälje, a small town 
not far from Stockholm. Calling it a ‘cosy little town’, 
Herngren chose the location primarily because of its close 

proximity to the Swedish capital and the saving that could be 
made when transporting actors and crew. As it happens, 
Södertälje is a rather lovely place with attractive buildings that 
the filmmakers were able to commandeer for the series. 

C ast: Expertly managing the balance of humour and pathos, 
all the cast do well in this series. In six short episodes we get 
to know Jack, played wonderfully by comedian/actor Alfred 
Svensson, and Jim, played equally well by the experienced 

Dan Ekborg. We also get to know all the hostages – a tribute to 
filmmaker technique as well as the quality of the performances. 
It’s quite a feat in six short episodes. The bizarre circumstances 
of the plot are curious, and the humorous dialogue is 
compelling. Sometimes it’s slapstick as in the predicament of the 
‘rabbit man’ in the apartment. At other times it’s cleverly 
understated – watch the hairdresser follow Jack around with her 
scissors as he tries to manage the hostage situation. It is very 
funny. At the same time, this troupe of excellent actors 
impressively portray their character’s vulnerabilities, their 
anxieties, and the sorrows in their lives. 

P ersonal Comments: I think this is a terrific series. By the 
end of the first half hour, we were completely hooked and 
we watched the whole thing in one sitting. Focusing 

episodes on different hostages and telling the story from their 
perspective is an effective strategy. As a consequence, despite 
the shortness of the episodes, we gain considerable insight into 
each character, deepening our appreciation of where they fit into 
the clever plot. The plot, incidentally, also holds up pretty well 
under scrutiny. As we know, humour is culturally embedded, 
and for non-Swedes it may feel somewhat unusual at first. But if 
you like quirky, with a good dose of ‘sock and buskin’, you might 
just like this one. 



ATIYE - THE GIFT 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Supernatural mystery thriller (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Turkish with subtitles 

  

S toryline: Atiye was written by Jason George and Nuran 
Evren Şit, based on the Turkish novel Dünyanın Uyanışı by 
Şengül Boybaş. The series begins with a funeral. While 
mourners grieve at the graveside of Atiye, the main 

character, she emerges from the woods, bloodied and very much 
the worse for wear. It’s a powerful start, foreshadowing the 
supernatural elements that rest at the heart of the series. Erhan, 
a young handsome archaeologist, discovers a mysterious symbol 
at Göbeklitepe, a magnificent Neolithic Turkish site. We then find 
that Atiye, a successful young artist, has been obsessively 
painting the symbol for years, a subject that is now the main 
theme of her work. Atiye is about to marry her long-term lover, 
Ozan, but the discovery of the symbol creates a deep need in 
Atiye to see the ancient markings for herself and to delve into the 
symbol’s meaning for her. She then embarks on a perilous 
journey of discovery that takes her into the realm of the 
supernatural, and also the real-life dangers of investigating the 
past. 

F ilm-craft: The series shows some breathtakingly beautiful 
sunsets, and the sweeping landscapes are gorgeous. It is 
filmed across locations in Turkey, and its particularly 

interesting to see the magnificent archaeological site of 
Göbeklitepe. 



C ast: There is some good acting in Atiye, but the laboured 
screenplay makes it difficult for the cast to show their 
abilities, often resulting in exaggerated performances. 
Atiye’s father, played by Civan Canove does well though, 

and Melisa Senolsun brings life to the role of Atiye’s sister Cansu. 

P ersonal Comments: I need to confess – I have never 
warmed to science fiction, nor to supernatural dramas. But 
Atiye has an intriguing storyline, and given the wonderful 

Turkish productions I’ve seen (see, for example, Ethos), I 
thought I’d give it a try. Unfortunately, while imaginatively 
compelling in places, and unquestionably filmed in stunning 
locations, it ends up a two-star series. With poor writing and a 
melodramatic screenplay, the series never reaches its potential, 
sadly remaining within the realm of soap opera. 



A SUITABLE BOY 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  + ½

Categorisation: Period drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix 

  

S toryline: This series is a BBC adaptation of Vikram Seth’s 
successful book A Suitable Boy, a monumental 1300 page 
novel that was controversial when it was published in 1993. 
Set in 1950s, it traces a year in the lives of four privileged 

families in post-partition India. So it tackles the issues of the 
period – the ugliness of religious conflict, political nationalism, 
and the role of women in Indian society. The series was 
produced by Mira Nair and Shimit Amin, but it’s Andrew Davies, 
a Welshman in his 80s writing the screenplay who gets to tell us 
the story. It follows the book’s main threads and, while various 
subplots are touched upon, two main strands carry the story 
along: the search for a suitable husband for nineteen year old 
Lata Mehra; and Maan Kapoor’s coming of age, from wayward 
son to more thoughtful adult. Through these two characters we 
gain insight into an Indian social milieu of women’s friendships, 
men’s friendships, and the romantic liaisons that are all shaped 
by cultural traditions and the political events of the time. 

F ilm-craft: This series is visually stunning, with magnificent 
buildings in urban centres contrasting with dusty rural 
settings, all capturing the amazing colours and beauty of 

India. The series is worth watching for this alone. 



C ast: While some of the acting is a bit wooden, Lata, played 
by Tanya Maniktala, is terrific in the lead, as is Ishaan 
Khatter playing Maan, the irresponsible son of a 
government Minister. Both bring fresh spirit to the roles, 

even though it all feels very familiar in a Pride and Prejudice sort 
of way. Indeed, Lata’s mother Rupa Mehra (played by Mahira 
Kakkar) is a perfect Mrs Bennett as she hunts for a suitable son-
in-law. There are a few other stand-out performances. Namit Das 
as Haresh Khanna, one of Lata’s three suitors, is particularly 
impressive in managing to portray the complexities of character, 
and Tabu is wonderful as the musician courtesan, Saeeda Bai. 
Her singing is quite beautiful. 

P ersonal Comments: This a joyful rendition of Seth’s work. 
While we do get a sense of the political violence of the 
period, the drama focuses much more strongly on the 

relationships and concerns of the rich and advantaged people 
in society. The needs, concerns and lives of the less advantaged 
are glossed over, as is the devastating impact of a bloody 
Partition. This sits at the heart of the criticism of the anglo 
influence of the screenplay and some of the more obvious 
illustrations of this, for example, the use of English in preference 
to indigenous languages. On the other hand, all the important 
roles are played by Indian actors, and Seth’s book is generally 
seen an accurate representation of 1950s India. Apparently Seth 
was completely supportive of Davies. For all these 
contradictions, we found it to be a series that generates much 
reflective dialogue. So in the end, if you enjoyed the BBC’s Pride 
and Prejudice, I think I you will probably enjoy this Indian 
equivalent. 



BACK TO LIFE 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Drama (miniseries)

Availability: Apple TV, YouTube

  

S toryline: Co-created by Daisy Haggard and Laura Solon, 
Back to Life tells the story of Miri Matteson, a prison parolee 
who is trying to rebuild her life in Hythe, her old home 
town. It’s not easy. The taking of another person’s life is not 

readily forgiven or forgotten in the small seaside town. Everyone 
knows everyone else’s business, and there are some nasties in 
the community. Miri receives threats and the most horrible of 
things in the mail. On top of that, a lot has happened on the 
outside during her eighteen years of imprisonment. The 
technology Miri used as a teenager would now be more 
commonly found in a museum. Many of the people she knew as 
a teenager have also changed. Her parents Caroline and Oscar 
have endured more than their share of humiliation and 
community hostility. The Christian women of Hythe are not as 
Christ-like as one might expect. So far, you may think the series 
would lack the necessary ingredients for a comedy. But Back to 
Life is seriously funny – and there is also a mystery at its heart 
that demands a resolution. Miri is a gentle soul, engaging and 
kind-hearted – something that is apparently at odds with what 
we learn about her past. As she returns, the series takes apart 
long-held secrets, sometimes this is sad and heartbreaking. At 
other times it is hilarious. But it is always sure-footed, holding 
humour and pathos together hand in glove.   



F ilm-craft: Filmed mainly in Kent, we get to see some 
spectacular scenery, including Abbot’s Cliff where there is a 
concrete sound mirror overlooking the ocean. It seems these 

structures were positioned as ‘listening ears’. Before they were 
made obsolete by radar, they would warn towns of air attacks 
during wartime. Fisherman’s Beach in Hythe that frames the 
seaside waterfront features prominently as Miri cycles to and fro. 

C ast: Daisy Haggard, who also co-created the series, is 
marvellous in the lead role. She captures Miri’s naivety and 
discombobulation perfectly as she tries to adapt to a 
modern lifestyle that has left her behind. In the second 

series Miri meets a friend from prison who asks her if she misses 
it – the comfortable surety of an institutional existence. In these 
moments, and their are many of them, we realise this is no 
ordinary comedy. It digs deeply into the emotional frameworks 
of the characters, leaving us both touched and sad one minute, 
then laughing out loud the next. It’s a tribute to all the actors in 
this series to not have a single misstep. Miri’s parents played by 
Geraldine James and Richard Durden are brilliant. Jo Martin as 
Janice, Miri’s probation officer, is a joy to behold. Adele Akhtar as 
Billy is terrific as Miri’s new friend and potential love interest. 
Lizzy McInnerny, as Norah, haunted by the loss of her daughter 
and terrorised by her menacing husband, gives a commanding 
performance in the second series. Watch out for her dance mid-
way through. It epitomises what Back to Life is all about. 

P ersonal Comments: This is an absolute gem of a series. It is 
intelligent drama at its very best. Give yourself a treat and 
watch it. 



BALTHAZAR 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Detective drama (miniseries)

Availability: Acorn, French with subtitles

  

S toryline: Created by Clothilde Jamin and Clélia Constantine, 
this French series was broadcast in Belgium and France in 
2018. It was a big hit for the British streaming service Acorn, 
and they have announced a second series to come. The first 

episode starts with  Raphaël Balthazar in his apartment eating 
breakfast, and chatting to his wife, Lise. He is stripped to the 
waist (this happens often in the series for reasons you will 
discover). Soon though, we realise that Lise is dead, murdered a 
number of years before. Her death continues to haunt Balthazar, 
who works as a forensic pathologist assisting the police in solving 
crimes. It is a standalone episodic series, each crime solved 
within an episode. But the death of Lise is an ongoing thread 
running through the series, increasingly involving Balthazar in 
dangerous and questionable practices. In the first episode we are 
introduced to Inspector Jérôme Delgado, who has worked with 
Balthazar for some time, and to Chief Inspector Hélène Bach 
who is new to the division. It’s clear from the start that the Chief 
Inspector finds Balthazar arrogant and egotistical. She has little 
time for his continuing demands for praise as he makes the 
discoveries that turn out to be critical to the solving of the case. 
But as Delgado explains to his boss, Balthazar is a brilliant 
professor, but he’s also a pain in the neck. He is certainly 
obnoxious, but in a triumph of scriptwriting, we find him really 
likeable. Central to the success of the series is the wonderful 



chemistry between Balthazar and Bach that carries the drama 
along. 

F ilm-craft: There is a lot of action in this series as the police 
and forensic pathology teams come together to solve crimes. 
Important to know is that a good deal of time is spent in the 

coroner’s laboratory where Balthazar dissects the corpses. 
When he is on his own in the morgue, he talks to the dead in the 
same way he talks to his wife at home, and they talk back. These 
imagined conversations help him solve the crimes. In any event, 
the autopsy scenes are not for the squeamish. I kept my eyes 
closed throughout the most graphic parts, and it wasn’t too bad. 

C ast: Tomer Sisley is absolutely outstanding as Balthazar. He 
carries the role with aplomb – he is funny, inappropriate, 
haunted, passionate and full of egotistical self-importance. 
Hélène de Fougerolles plays  Bach equally well and is a great 

counter to Balthazar. She is smart, serious, and also has her own 
family issues to deal with bringing additional depth to the series. 
The rest of the excellent cast support the action in their own 
ways. Côme Levin as Eddy and Philypa Phoenix as Fatim, 
Balthazar’s intrepid assistants, bring much humour to the series 
as they compete against each other for ascendency in the lab. 

P ersonal Comments: This is a really excellent series, and I 
was disappointed to realise that series 2 will not be available 
until sometime later this year. Unlike the really dark 

detective programmes that are increasingly serialised, 
Balthazar has an enjoyable light-heartedness about it – similar to 
the wonderful Belgian series Professor T (if you haven’t seen that 
one, you have a treat in store). Balthazar is a five-star series that 
is worth signing up for Acorn’s free trial to watch. 



BENEDICTION  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Drama (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV

  

S toryline: Terence Davies is considered by many to be one of 
Britain’s greatest filmmakers. In Benediction Davies tells the 
story of renowned poet, writer and soldier, Siegfried 
Sassoon. Decorated for his bravery in WW1, Sassoon 

controversially protested against the war in his poetry. He then 
refused to continue as a soldier, effectively becoming a 
conscientious objector, while publicly questioning the British 
government’s motivation in continuing the war. Facing the most 
severe consequences of being accused of treason, his old friend 
and mentor, Robbie Ross, has him admitted into a psychiatric 
institution on the grounds of mental incapacity. Sassoon is 
incensed and affronted by the intervention, but then develops 
trust in his sympathetic therapist, Dr Rivers, who introduces him 
to kindred spirit and fellow war poet Wilfred Owen. The growing 
relationship between the two poets provides some of the most 
romantic and beautiful scenes in the film. After the war, the film 
follows Sassoon’s successive relationships with men, and others 
who care most for him.   

F ilm-craft: Davies uses Sassoon’s poetry extensively in the 
film, meditating on the futility of war and its impact on the 
physical and mental state of the men at the frontline. He also 

makes great use of WW1 archival footage something that brings 
considerable poignancy to the film, particularly when juxtaposed 
with the superficiality of Sassoon’s post-service literati and 
theatre relationships. The filming is rich and finely detailed. 



Davies also moves across timeframes with Jack Lowden playing 
Sassoon as a young man, and Peter Capaldi playing him in his 
later years. Using a metamorphosing technique, one character 
turns into the other, which doesn’t quite work as there is little 
physical similarity between the two actors. It is also difficult to 
disassociate Capaldi from his previous role as spin doctor 
Malcolm Tucker in The Thick of It, even though he does a good 
job of playing the embittered older man. 

C ast: Overall, the acting is very good in Benediction. But 
Sassoon’s male lovers are so deeply unpleasant and 
superficial, that it’s hard to imagine him being so infatuated 
with them, even acknowledging the poet’s desperate need 

for love and relational continuity. Creating more rounded 
characters might have given greater credence to these 
relationships. That said, Jack Lowden is terrific as the younger 
Sassoon. He really is a wonderful actor. 

P ersonal Comments: I have mixed feeling about this film. 
Somewhat too long, Benediction is nevertheless powerful in 
places. The first half is particularly good as Lowden portrays 

the shell-shocked Sassoon coming to grips with his 
confinement and also the loss of his friend Wilfred. In the end, 
the film nevertheless relies too heavily on the emotional intensity 
of the archival footage. If this were to be stripped away what 
remains, particularly in the second half of the film, has far less 
impact. 



BERGMAN ISLAND 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Drama (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV, Arovision 

S toryline: French film director and screenwriter, Mia 
Hansen-Løve brings this serene and absorbing drama to the 
screen. It tells the story of married filmmakers Chris and 
Tony, who travel to Fårö, a small Swedish island north of of 

Gotland. Without a doubt, Fårö’s most famous resident was 
Ingmar Bergman, master filmmaker, who made a number of 
films on the island. With the establishment of The Bergman 
Centre four years after his death, Fårö has become both a place 
of pilgrimage for Bergman devotees, and a scriptwriters retreat. 
The protagonists are taking part in the residency programme 
offered by the centre. Tony, the older and more successful of the 
two, is clearly much admired as a filmmaker. He confidently 
addresses groups and mingles with film aficionados. Chris, in the 
early stages of her career, seems uncomfortable from the start. 
For her, the serene perfection of the place is oppressive. In their 
separate work spaces, he writes with ease, while she struggles to 
put pen to paper. All this is explored gently and understatedly, as 
they nicely traverse the tension and irritation, tenderness and 
passion within their relationship that gives the union 
authenticity. Halfway through the film, Chris begins to share her 
work with Tony, at which point we experience her story within 
their story. The lines between the two fictional stories soon 
become blurred as Hansen-Løve explores the world of the 
writer’s imagination. 



F ilm-craft: As Chris and Tony arrive in Gotland we follow 
them on their journey to Fårö. First they pick up their rental 
car and drive north to the ferry that will take them to the 

lovely island where the rest of the film is set. They settle into 
Bergman’s cottages – beautiful in their simplicity – and 
throughout the film we get to see the the places where Bergman 
lived and worked. We also see the Bergman Centre, including its 
small movie theatre. Hansen-Løve has great fun with the 
‘Bergman Safari’ tourist industry that has developed since 
Bergman’s death. It’s a bit like a Hollywood tour with added 
literary pomposity that I imagine would have Bergman turning in 
his grave. 

C ast: Vicky Krieps is excellent in the lead role playing the 
petulant Chris. As she tries to reconcile what she is 
experiencing with her own perceptions of art, she is 
beautifully serene one moment and tense and 

argumentative the next. Tim Roth is terrific as her husband Tony. 
As his character enjoys all the glory bestowed upon him by 
adoring fans, he plays the role assuredly with just a hint of 
arrogance.  

P ersonal Comments: In the week following Bergman’s death 
in 2007, we travelled across Gotland and watched a 
Bergman film that was shown in candle-lit ruins – a magical 

tribute to the filmmaker. It didn’t matter that it was in Swedish 
with no subtitles. It was all about the atmosphere. Having made 
the trip to Gotland and Fårö we were pretty keen to see what 
Hansen-Løve would make of Bergman Island. We were certainly 
not disappointed. It is a beautiful film, that cleverly exposes the 
working process of imagining and the unfolding of creative 
narrative. We see Chris experiencing her life and relationships, 
and then we see elements being played out in her writing. The 
boundaries between her life and her work become increasingly 
blurred, as characters move from one story to another. It won’t 
be to everyone’s taste, but bathed in late summer sunshine, it’s a 
playful, sometimes mischievous, exploration of story writing that 
stays with you. 



BLOODLANDS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐   

Categorisation: Police drama (miniseries)

Availability: TVNZ, SBS, Acorn, Prime Video

  

S toryline: Created by Chris Brandon, and directed by Pete 
Travis, Bloodlands is a four-part British TV series that has 
been a big hit for the BBC. In the style of Line of Duty, it’s a 
procedural police drama but this time set in present-day 

Northern Ireland. There has been a kidnapping and DCI Tom 
Brannick, along with his right-hand woman DS Niamh 
McGovern, is investigating. The kidnapper leaves a calling card – 
a postcard of a H&W crane at the port of Belfast. Brannick 
immediately links this to a 1998 cold case when four people 
disappeared in the lead-up to the Good Friday Agreement. He 
appears shaken by this, but when McGovern queries the 
meaning of the postcard, he is evasive, and instead takes it to his 
old comrade, Jackie Twomey, a senior colleague in the Northern 
Ireland Police. Twomey, fearful that attention to the cold case 
will unsettle the uneasy peace in Northern Ireland, warns 
Brannick off. Believing that that the kidnapping is nevertheless 
inextricably linked to the cold case Brannick and McGovern, with 
different motivations, are driven to dig deeper. As their 
investigation proceeds, they uncover secrets from the past that 
threaten to place further lives in danger. 

F ilm-craft: Filmed in and around Belfast, the 
cinematography in the series evocatively creates a bleak 
atmosphere that adds to the plot’s menacing dynamic. We 

get to see some grim aspects of the city of Belfast, and the 



rugged coastline that plays an important role as the series 
develops. 

C ast: The acting in Bloodlands is consistently good. James 
Nesbitt puts in a fine lead performance as Tom, and 
Charlene McKenna is excellent as Niamh. Lorcan Cranitch is 
terrific as the irascible DCS Twomey. In fact all the actors in 

this sterling cast bring quality and experience to the drama. 
Despite this, the series doesn’t fully do justice to the 
development of the characters. There is a frequent lack of critical 
backstory that means we don’t get enough information about the 
characters to appreciate the the complexities of their motivations 
and actions.    

P ersonal Comments: Bloodlands is a gripping series that has 
its audience on tenterhooks throughout. It’s powerfully 
filmed, and has all the hallmarks of a quality series. Despite 

this, it doesn’t quite reach its full potential. Overall, there are 
plot weaknesses, and also inconsistencies in the development of 
some of the characters. This makes it difficult to understand why 
some people behave as they do. Another couple of episodes 
might have made a difference. But if you like a tense and 
engrossing plot, it’s certainly bingeable. 



BORGAN - THE POWER AND THE GLORY 

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Political drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: It’s almost a decade since Adam Price created the 
fictional character of Brigitte Nyborg, Denmark’s first female 
Prime Minister, in the highly acclaimed Danish series 
Borgen. If audience reviews are anything to go by, series 1, 2 

and 3 thrilled people across the globe. As a series it was 
complete, perfectly formed, and nobody expected a sequel. But 
now, ten years later, Nyborg is back and still in government, 
although no longer the leader. Now foreign minister, she’s gone 
down a rung, and she’s right in the thick of it when oil is found in 
Greenland. The discovery causes excitement in Denmark, and 
also in the US, Russia and China – and of course, in Greenland 
where the predicted massive wealth that will be derived from the 
oil is expected to fund its independence from Denmark. Nyborg, 
a conservationist whose party has played a key role in the 
Coalition’s zero emission policy, is against exploiting the 
resource. But things have changed since Nyborg was prime 
minister. Politics are even more ruthless than they used to be. 
There are also lots of women in power now, and there is not 
much solidarity in the sisterhood these days. The idealism 
Nyborg had ten years ago is challenged by the rat-race politics 
that now consume her, both as victim and perpetrator. While the 
politics of exploiting oil in a climate-concerned world provides 
the backdrop for the series the machinations of political life, 
including all their relational implications, remain front and 
centre of the action. 



F ilm-craft: Perhaps not surprisingly, the filming of Greenland 
is extraordinary. The icy landscapes are breathtaking, 
sharply revealing the fragile beauty that climate change 

activists seek to protect. At the same time the series exposes 
conflicting interests, particularly relating to indigenous concerns, 
and it isn’t squeamish in what it chooses to film. The first scenes 
of whale flensing, for example, are difficult to watch. I felt a 
sense of relief when we returned to the glorious Christiansborg 
Palace in Denmark, the contradictory epicentre of Danish 
political life that featured so prominently in the earlier series. 

C ast: The cast is exceptional, many returning from the earlier 
series. The brilliant Sidse Babett Knudsen as Nyborg, as per 
expectation, is outstanding. She is wonderfully expressive – 
harried and tired one minute, flashing with vibrancy the 

next. She’s in the menopausal decade and it’s easy to empathise 
as she’s doing her best to manage its effects while controlling the 
dynamics of international politics. Birgitte Horta Sørensen is 
terrific as the reporter Katrina Fønsmark who, in series 4 is 
running the Danish news station, badly it turns out. It’s a parallel 
to Nyborg’s political life but with different outcomes. New 
characters also add positively to the series. In particular, Mikkel 
Følsgaard is an actor to watch (A Royal Affair, The Chestnut Man). 
He is impressive as Asger Holm Kirkegaard, Nyborg’s Arctic 
Ambassador, who invariably finds himself between a rock and a 
hard place personally and professionally. 

P ersonal Comments: The oil story is fascinating in this 
series – Donald Trump was clearly on to something when 
the leader of the free world tried to buy Greenland from the 

Danes. Overall, Borgen’s smart screenplay, impressive cast and 
fabulous cinematography will not disappoint.  Apart from the 
final episode (something I will leave you to discover), the series is 
clever and complex, illustrating perfectly the ways in which 
corruption permeates political pathways to power, leaving little 
glory in its wake. It makes me want to pull out our old DVDs of 
series 1-3, and start all over again. 



BOTTICELLI, FLORENCE AND THE 
MEDICI 

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Documentary (feature film)

Availability: Docplay, Arovision

  

S toryline: Botticelli, Florence and the Medici is one of an 
increasing number of ‘Great Art on Screen’ documentaries 
that we are now fortunate to find in local cinemas. Italian 
film-maker, Pianigiani Marco brings this outstanding 

documentary to the screen, exploring Botticelli’s life, his art and 
the enduring fascination we have for the artist centuries after his 
death. But this is more than a documentary on art. This is 
Botticelli in context, including the powerful political and 
historical forces that determined life in the early renaissance 
period. The all-powerful Medici family, and in particular Lorenzo 
de’ Medici, had control of everything. Known as ‘Lorenzo the 
Magnificent’, he was an enthusiastic patron of the arts, and a 
forceful political leader. To the chagrin of more experienced 
artists, the young and dynamic Botticelli thrived under his 
patronage. It was nevertheless a precarious existence. Fortunes 
were won and lost in the midst of political intrigue and power 
struggles that often resulted in violence, as factions did whatever 
they could to gain or retain power. 



F ilm-craft: The documentary uses multiple approaches to tell 
the story. The artworks themselves draw us into 
representations of sublime beauty, but also become the 

‘mirror of power’ as Botticelli paints the faces of Medici family 
members into his paintings. Through this, we get to know the 
people who ruled the economic, political and social aspects of 
life, including the generation of art. The film also takes us across 
Florence, the open-air museum in all its magnificence, perfectly 
illustrating the richness of renaissance life. Timoty Aliprandi’s 
cinematography is spectacular. Churches, palaces, sculptures, 
frescoes, all filmed free of tourists, bask in the sharpness of the 
glorious Italian light. Then through a series of slow-motion, 
almost dream-like re-enactments, we get a flavour of the human 
elements – feasting, dancing, and the physical acts of violence 
that drove the political feuds of the time. It is a truly splendid 
film. 

C ast: The documentary is effectively narrated by Stephan 
Mangan. But it is the art historians who most powerfully 
bring together the story of art, politics and power. Deeply 
knowledgeable and passionate in their exploration of 

Botticelli’s work, life and times, they provide a compelling story 
around which the film is created. 

P ersonal Comments: Blending narration, art, and drama, 
Botticelli, Florence and the Medici is a sumptuous film that 
delights the intellect and the senses. While much attention is 

focused on the renaissance period, the art historians also bring 
us to the world of contemporary art and popular culture, as they 
explore the endurance of the Botticelli brand in the works of 
more recent artists from Salvador Dali to Andy Warhol to Jeff 
Koons. It all fits together in a fascinating story of how Botticelli 
has become one of history’s most important artists. Give yourself 
a treat and see this film 



BRIDGERTON 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Historical romance (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix

S toryline: Based on the historical romance novels of Julia 
Quinn, Bridgerton is pure escapism. It takes us through the 
excruciating courtship rituals of Britain’s well-heeled 19th 
century society – like farmers taking their best livestock to 

market, high-society families present their daughters at court for 
the season in hope of securing a good match. It is pre-nuptial 
time for the Bridgerton family and Daphne, the eldest daughter, 
is presented to the queen by her mother, the Dowager 
Viscountess Bridgerton. Declaring her ‘flawless’, Daphne passes 
the test and is honoured with the Queen’s blessing. The series 
then follows her through the highs and lows of courtship game-
playing as she seeks to secure a husband. An omnipotent 
scandal-sheet gossip, Lady Whistledown (voiced by Julie 
Andrews), humorously narrates the proceedings, exposing 
widespread scheming as families attempt to marry off their sons 
and daughters. Lady Whistledown keeps everyone entertained, 
but it is a fascination edged with anxiety lest they themselves 
become the focus of Lady Whistledown’s  scandalmongering. 

F ilm-craft: The filming is extravagant and settings are 
elaborate. We get to see inside the homes of the privileged, 
the gentlemen’s clubs, the houses of ill-repute and other 

sporting activities that tend to keep the upper classes amused. 
Intriguingly, we hear music that has yet to be composed, along 
with technological advances yet to be invented. 



C ast: The two main characters Daphne (Phoebe Dynevor) 
and Simon, the Duke of Hastings (Regé-Jean Page) are the 
most eligible of all, and therefore become the centre of 
attention. They play their parts well, creating a chemistry 

that spills over into erotic scenes that are particularly well done. 
All the supporting actors are good, the standout being Lady 
Danbury, played by the splendid Adjoa Andoh. 

P ersonal Comments: Interestingly the drama reimagines 
English society during the Regency era, bringing together a 
multicultural cast, in the way of the 2020 film The Personal 

History of David Copperfield. But unlike Copperfield, 
Bridgerton provides a useful explanation for this reimagining – 
that when king George III married Queen Charlotte, a Black 
woman in the series, he bestowed titles upon people of colour, 
thus advancing an inclusionary society. Yet there are indications 
that it is not a fully equal society. As Lady Danbury makes clear, 
members of the Black aristocracy still need to be careful not to 
do anything that may threaten their status as it could just as 
easily be withdrawn. Unfortunately these, and other interesting  
narrative opportunities, are skimmed over and we are treated to 
a very shallow drama – in the running for the silliest I’ve seen in 
quite some time. Just to be clear, I enjoy a clever farce. But while 
there is some wit and a few memorable cutting remarks in 
Bridgerton, there is no master, or mistress, wordsmith here. Or 
at least not enough to complement the silliness. Instead, the 
series clings to predictable old messages. For women – aspire to 
become a princess (or duchess), find a good husband (or any 
husband for that matter), and devote your life to being a good 
wife and mother. For men – sow your wild oats with women who 
don’t matter, then, once married, become decision-maker and 
protector of the household. In adopting these fundamental 
memes, you will be assured ‘happiness-ever-after.’ Clearly 
Bridgerton chooses to be progressive in some areas and not in 
others. 



CALL MY AGENT 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Comedy/drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix – French with subtitles

  

S toryline: Created by Fanny Herrero and Dominique 
Besnehard this French series has been hugely successful for 
Netflix. It follows the trials and tribulations of a fictional 
talent agency in Paris, Agence Samuel Kerr (ASK). The series 

begins with the much loved and long-standing owner of the firm, 
Samual Kerr, embarking on the first holiday he has had in years. 
Then disaster strikes. He swallows a wasp and dies, leaving the 
other partners juggling their grief along with their ambitions 
while trying to keep the firm afloat. ASK represents film stars and 
directors, bringing them together in a what they hope will be a 
cinematic triumph – and a lucrative one for them. They get ten 
percent when things go well. In fact, Dix Pour Cent is the French 
title – and the agents earn every euro. The celebrities are high 
maintenance, and the agents spend their time massaging egos, 
flattering and cajoling, and trying to fix bizarre domestic 
situations that their clients’ dysfunctional lives continually 
present. It’s all in the interests of artistic cinematography, and 
their job of bringing director and star together is what makes a 
great film. The agents will do pretty much anything to pull it off. 

F ilm-craft: Filmed in Paris, ASK is situated on rue Saint-
Honoré, not far from the Louvre. Enough said perhaps … but 
not surprisingly the series is a visual treat. There are 

restaurants with wonderful views of the Eiffel Tower, and 
many splendid buildings and bridges that can be found in and 
around Paris. We also get to see the best, and sometimes the 



worst of Parisian fashion – check out Juliette Binoche’s haute 
couture dress she wears for Cannes Film Festival in series 2. 

C ast: Everyone is wonderfully highly strung in this series. 
There are four Agents in the partnership. Andréa, a 
predatory lesbian womaniser, is played brilliantly by 
Camille Cottin. She is smart, manipulative and morally 

abject. Mathias, the wonderfully suave leader-in-waiting, is 
played by the equally suave Thibault de Montalembert. With a 
name like that it’s not surprising that he brings an element of 
gravitas to the role, even when his professional and personal 
lives begin to disintegrate. Grégory Montel plays the good-
natured but ultimately flawed Gabriel. And finally, the eighty-
eight year old French doyenne, Liliane Rovère plays the 
wonderful Arlene. These four lead the organisation, but the next 
tier of assistants are equally impressive. It is, however, the 
engagement of famous film personalities in the show that sets 
Call My Agent apart. Every episode is a French who’s-who of 
celebrities playing themselves. Or rather, they happily parody 
themselves, as demanding clients of ASK. There is a veritable 
constellation of stars, and it’s clear that they are having a ball. 

P ersonal Comments: Given this series is all about the 
challenges of making of films, I’m surprised that it’s taken 
me such a long time to get to this one. Call my Agent was 

first screened in 2015 on the public France 2 channel, and is 
now in its 4th series. It’s intelligent, irreverent, and the humour 
is sharp. The characters are all engaging in their own way, and 
it’s amusing to see the chaotic lives of the agents seem normal 
compared to the wacky lives of the celebrities they represent. If 
you haven’t seen this, I suggest you grab a croissant and get onto 
it straight away.    



(THE) CHAIR 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  + ½ 

Categorisation: Comedy (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix

S toryline: There’s trouble at Pembroke University’s English 
department. They have too many old and expensive 
professors who no longer attract student enrolments. 
Budgets are tight, and with demands to increase diversity 

they are battling to remain relevant. Except they are not really 
battling very hard. To the frustration of students and junior 
faculty, change occurs at a glacial pace. Enter Dr Ji-Yoon Kim as 
the new departmental Chair. She is the first woman to take the 
role, and also the first person of colour. Expectations are high. 
Students expect progressive change. Senior faculty expect her to 
support the traditional values of the ivory-tower, and the Dean 
demands that she move ageing tenured academics into 
retirement. While trying to calm the troops, she reacts to 
disasters, often with hilarious consequences. There is a lot of fun 
poked at old academics who are out-of-touch with contemporary 
developments, and while she’s trying to manage the increasingly 
belligerent senior group, her arrogant but popular colleague, 
Professor Bill Dobson, is captured on camera making a nazi 
salute in the classroom. Not surprisingly, all hell is let loose. In 
the middle of this managerial baptism-by-fire, Ji-Yoon is also 
trying to keep things functioning domestically. She is a single-
mum and her precocious daughter wreaks havoc at school and at 
home. Ji-Yoon’s perilous battle for survival on both fronts carries 
the action. Anne Julia Wyman co-created the series with 
Amander Peet, and Wyman’s insider knowledge of the academic 
environment shines through every episode.   

F ilm-craft: The fictitious Pembroke University could be any 
campus across the Mid-Atlantic states – Pennsylvania, West 
Virginia, New England. Often found in idyllic settings, the 

buildings are graciously beautiful and steeped in history (I 
won’t go into the relationship many of these institutions had with 



the slave economy, but it does add another layer of complexity to 
all this when you think about it). Enough to say, Pembroke 
captures all the scholarly gravitas and elitism that academic 
institutions strive for. The Chair’s office is a good example – rich 
wood paneling, stained glass windows…you get the idea. And 
Pembroke sits within a charming and privileged community with 
its big houses and spaced-out lawns, all dusted by the mid-winter 
snow.. 

C ast: The Chair has a sterling cast, and Sandra Oh as Ji-Yoon 
Kim is outstanding in the lead role. We get a real sense of her 
pride as she assumes the Chair, and then her growing 
frustration and alarm as she becomes aware of the Dean’s 

cost-cutting agenda. At the same time, she is very funny with 
great comic timing and wonderful lines. It’s a joy to watch her 
struggle with a demanding Dean, protesting students and rogue 
colleagues. But great as she is, the show-stealer in this series has 
to be Holland Taylor as Joan Hambling. A Chaucer specialist, she 
is one of the departmental oldies that Dr Kim is expected to 
move into retirement. Joan’s amazing reactions to expectations 
within the new academic environment are simply hilarious. Her 
portrayal of the eccentric academic is a delight to behold. 

P ersonal Comments: Academia has any amount of 
wonderful satirical content, and after thirty years as an 
academic I have more than enough material to write a farce 

myself. The first four episodes of The Chair are brilliant in the 
old David Lodge style (if you like a good academic farce take a 
look at his book, Changing Places). Each short episode is 
engagingly and cleverly written. Some of the characters are 
heavily stereotyped, but mostly in a sympathetic and humorous 
way. All good so far – more than good actually. But then the last 
two episodes lose their way as the series shifts into rom-com 
mode. Mixing genres, while also trying to tackle more serious 
contemporary issues is too ambitious a task. It’s a pity. The Chair 
suits its half-hour comedy genre, and I would have loved to see 
them dig deeper into the vast potential that academia has for 
farce – delving into postmodernism as a Trojan horse or naked 
emperor, whichever side of the fence you may sit. Or perhaps 
the departmental Chair becoming increasingly Machiavellian… 
now that would have been a 5 star series.   



(THE) CHALET 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Thriller/drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, French with subtitles 

  

S toryline: Created by Alexis Lecaye and directed by Camille 
Bordes-Resnais, The Chalet is a 2018 French drama 
presented by French 2 (one of the French TV Channels). 
The plot operates across two separate timelines. In the 

1990s, a family of four from Paris move to Valmoline, a small 
village in the French alps. Jean-Louis, the father, who is a novelist 
has writer’s block. His wife, Francoise, hopes the move to her 
old home town will release his creative talent. They have two 
children, Julien and his younger sister Amelie. Despite the idyllic 
setting there are sinister elements in the village, and soon the 
family mysteriously disappear. The second timeframe is the 2017, 
when a wedding brings people back to Valmoline. Following a 
rock landfall the only bridge providing access to the village is 
damaged and the wedding party and guests become isolated in 
the minacious village. People start disappearing, and there is a 
string of violent deaths. The action moves from one timeframe to 
the other, and we get to know characters as children, and then as 
adults who are part of the wedding group. It’s a creepy whodunit 
with a strong plot, and lots of tricks and turns. 

F ilm-craft: The drama is set in the fabulous French alps and 
the cinematography is terrific. There is no question though…
there is something rotten in the village of Valmoline, and the 

juxtaposition of beauty and evil gives a real edge to the series. 



C ast: There are probably too many characters in this series. 
Because of this it’s pretty hard to keep track of who’s who. 
But overall, the acting is good. We really get to dislike the 
baddies, and the goodies  have their own idiosyncrasies. In 

the end we get to know most of them. All characters give edgy 
performances and contribute effectively to the tension 
throughout the series. 

P ersonal Comments: You have to pay careful attention 
when watching this series. The sheer number of characters 
and the shifting timeframes make it complex to watch. In 

fact I’m still not exactly sure if I have the correct headcount, 
who got killed and when. On the other hand it’s gripping, and 
our episode debriefing was always lively as we identified clues 
and enjoyed putting the pieces of the series together. Six 
episodes worth watching. 



(THE) CHELSEA DETECTIVE 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Crime drama (miniseries)

Availability: Acorn  

S toryline: In this series of four stand-alone episodes, we are 
introduced to Detective Inspector Max Arnold of the 
Chelsea police. Max is recently separated from his wife, 
Astrid, and there are clear tensions between them that 

largely revolve around a custody dispute over an expensive 
coffee maker that Max believes is rightfully his. Max is living in a 
houseboat moored on the Thames where he plays Bach on his 
mini piano. Astrid lives in the rather lovely apartment that they 
used to share. By the end of the first episode, it’s clear that their 
relationship is far from resolved, an issue we’re bound to hear 
more about. In the first episode, Max and his colleague, DS Priya 
Shamsie, who has recently returned to work from parental leave, 
are looking into into the death of a man who is hit by a train. As 
the investigation progresses, they find that the high-class 
neighbourhood of Chelsea, with all its affluence, is not immune 
to dark acts of violence. 

F ilm-craft: Chelsea is certainly one of London’s most 
beautiful districts, and this series takes full advantage of it. 
It’s not surprising that it is home to some of the wealthiest 

people in England. There are wonderful aerial shots, and we 
get to see elegant buildings and public spaces as Max rides about 
on his bicycle. 



C ast: Adrian Scarborough plays the lead as Max. Scarborough 
has a depth of experience on screen and on stage, yet 
surprisingly he tends to play secondary characters. He is, 
nevertheless, a outstanding actor, whether he plays evil 

roles (for example, Raymond in Killing Eve) or whether he’s on 
the side of the good, as he is in this series. He is impressive 
playing the eccentric detective. Sonita Henry is also terrific as DS 
Priya Shamsie. She brings a vibrancy to the role and her 
expressive timing is perfect. She is also charmingly protective 
toward Max, as he is toward her. The chemistry in their 
partnership makes for a quality and engaging detective series. 

P ersonal Comments: The Chelsea Detective is not the exciting 
type of crime series that has you on the edge of your seat as 
the bodies pile up. It’s more in the nature of Vera, a quality 

police drama with interesting and engaging characters who 
use skill and persuasion to get a result. All the characters have 
their own personal issues, the kind of concerns that happen in 
life. It is nevertheless refreshing to see a team of generally well-
balanced people who are practising thoughtful and smart 
policing. While it’s got one or two more coincidences than it 
needs, the script writing is very good indeed. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly it’s got successful people behind it – the first 
episode was written by Glen Laker (Vera, Prime Suspect – 
Tennison), and the executive producer is award-winning Peter 
Fincham. If it can keep it up in future episodes, it won’t surprise 
me if The Chelsea Detective becomes a long-lasting favourite. I’ll 
certainly be watching the rest of series. 



(THE) CHESTNUT MAN 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Detective drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Danish with subtitles

  

S toryline: The six-part series of The Chestnut Man begins 
with a 1980s flashback of a brutal murder – the killing of a 
family on an isolated Danish farm. Small chestnut figurines 
are found, adding a creepy sense of foreboding. Fast 

forward thirty years to present day Copenhagen where a women 
is viciously slain by a killer who leaves the same calling card – 
chestnut figurines. Then it happens again. Detective Naia Thulin 
takes on the case, along with her new partner, Europol agent, 
Mark Hess. At first, Thulin is unimpressed with Hess. He’s 
distracted, and in the well-worn Nordic Noir tradition, he looks 
like he might be on the spectrum. Concurrently, Rosa Hartung, 
Denmark’s Social Minister, returns to work after twelve-months 
leave following the abduction and murder of her daughter, 
Kristen. In their own ways, Rosa, her husband Steen, and their 
son Gustav all try to cope with the loss of a much loved daughter 
and sister, a loss that critically exposes the fragility of the family. 
When Kristen’s fingerprint is found on a chestnut man figurine 
next to each of the recently murdered women, the detectives 
begin a relentless pursuit of the killer as they try to connect the 
victims. 

F ilm-craft: This is a very well filmed series. The aerial shots 
are stunning, and the film’s overall use of muted colours 
serve to reinforce the dark and menacing plot. It seems that 

Danish children make all kinds of animals from chestnuts 
during the autumn months, and the appropriation of a child’s 



chestnut man by the serial killer makes the drama even more 
sinister. This is chillingly captured in a scene where children are 
innocently singing a song to the chestnut man, inviting him in, 
while an ominous dark shadow loiters above them. It’s a clever 
juxtaposition of safety and threat, something that the series does 
well throughout. 

C ast: The cast of The Chestnut Man is strong, and the uneasy 
pairing of the two detectives is a real strength of the series. 
Danica Curcic is terrific as Naia, a single mother and full-
time detective who realises that her daughter is bearing the 

brunt of her obsessive work life. She applies to transfer to a desk 
job, but in the meantime the demanding Chestnut Man case 
takes up all her time, also exposing the fragility of her 
relationships. On top of that, as she gets to know and like Hess, 
she tries to look out for him. Hess, played well by Mikkel Boe 
Følsgaard, is talented, but also struggles to cope with his own 
tragic family history. As such, this places additional strain and 
responsibility on Naia. 

P ersonal Comments: The Chestnut Man  is a suspenseful 
drama that intelligently weaves together multiple themes 
relating to fragility in families as the characters cope with 

grief, loss, responsibility and sadness. At the same time, it is a 
classic whodunit that has you looking for clues and trying to 
solve the mystery of how the sinister chestnut figurines connect 
across different details of the story. Following familiar Nordic 
Noir territory, Søren Sveistrup’s screenplay, based on his own 
successful debut novel of the same name, results in a tightly knit 
and compelling series. Interestingly, Sveistrup also created The 
Killing, and both have the mark of a deliberate, slow burner plot. 
The Chestnut Man is, in fact, similar to the earlier series in a 
number of ways, and could be mistaken as being from the same 
decade. If you like Nordic Noir and enjoyed The Killing, this 
intense and satisfying series is well worth the watch. 



COMPARTMENT NO.6 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Drama (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV, Prime Video

  

S toryline: Inspired by Rosa Liksom’s 2011 novel of the same 
name, Compartment No 6, was co-winner of the Grand Prize 
at the Cannes Film Festival this year (with Asgard Farhadi’s 
A Hero). It tells the story of Laura, a Finnish student who is 

studying archaeology in Moscow. She  takes a train journey to 
Murmansk where the ancient Kanozero petroglyphs rock 
drawings can be found. It’s a trip of several days that she had 
planned with her Professor and lover, Irina. But Irina decides not 
to go and Laura faces the journey alone. Soon she finds that the 
2nd class sleeping compartment that she and Irina had booked 
now has to be shared with a young Russian man, Ljoha, who is 
drunk, repugnant, foul-mouthed and sexually threatening. She 
tries to escape his menacing presence by asking if she can move 
to another carriage. But the female conductor is unsympathetic 
and so Laura has no option but to return to compartment 6 
where she and Ljoha negotiate their living space, and 
relationship, on the long journey to Murmansk. 

F ilm-craft: Finnish director Juho Kuosmanen does an 
excellent job in creating a claustrophobic intimacy and a 
sinister atmosphere during the train ride. He rented an old 

train from the Russian authorities, which he then filmed on a 
circular route across the snow-covered landscape. This has the 
effect of further intensifying the contrast of confined space and 
the outside landscape. There is no real plot in Compartment No 6. 
It’s all about character and the exploration of a relationship that 



evolves within this intimate space. Set some time in the early 
1990s, Kuosmanen graphically reveals the awfulness of the train 
in a way that won’t endear him to the Russian tourism industry. 
The journey is bleak, and so too are most of the stops along the 
way. 

C ast: Seidi Haarla is terrific as Laura, giving full effect to a 
range of emotions from fear and disgust to joy. Yuriy 
Borisov is equally impressive as Ljoha, the reprobate who 
transitions from utterly horrible to something more 

appealing. Together they bring a palpable chemistry to the film, 
two lost souls who have absolutely nothing in common except 
for their compartment and shared destination. 

P ersonal Comments: Despite the bleakness of the journey, 
this film is surprisingly touching as the two characters find 
their way in this cold and inhospitable world. It is possible 

to relate the film to current political tensions in the Finnish/
Russian borderlands. But for me it’s a far simpler story about two 
lonely people who are searching for something that is, in the 
end, tender and heartfelt. 



CONCRETE COWBOY 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Drama (feature film)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: Ricky Staub directed Concrete Cowboy, based on 
Gregory Neri’s coming of age novel, Ghetto Cowboy. It is a 
story about Cole, a troubled youth who is expelled from 
school in Detroit for the umpteenth time. This time though, 

his exasperated mother decides to send him to live with his 
father in Philadelphia. Cole resists, but his mother is 
determined, and when she drops him off in the street outside his 
father’s door, he finds himself transported into the world of 
Philadelphia’s Black urban cowboys. It’s a tough existence where 
Harp, Cole’s father, and a group of other Black men and women, 
look after their horses in the old inner city stables. This is a 
community of Black cowboys that has been a feature of 
Philadelphia’s history for a hundred years, always being moved 
on by police as the city’s poorer areas are gentrified over time. It 
is clear that Cole is shocked to find himself transported from the 
home of his loving mother into the harsh world of the Fletcher 
Street Stables community. The film then follows Cole as he learns 
the earthy realities of cowboy life, along with the cultural 
traditions that the cowboys represent. 

F ilm-craft:  Minka Farthing-Kohl’s cinematography is 
stunning as he weaves together gritty scenes of the urban 
landscape, with unmistakable elements of wild-west cowboy 

imagery. 



C ast: The cast is a mix of professional actors and real life 
characters that actually live in the Fletcher Street 
community. The professional actors are all very good – Idris 
Elba playing Harp, Calib McLaughlin playing Cole, and the 

terrific Lorraine Toussaint playing Harp’s neighbour, Nessie. But 
the surprising standouts in the film are the real life characters. 
Ivannah-Mercedes is great as the young black cowgirl and Cole’s 
teenage romantic interest, as is Jamie Prattis playing Paris, the 
cowboy in the wheelchair who provides Cole with some of the 
guidance and affection that he so desperately wants. 

P ersonal Comments: As a film, Concrete Cowboy has a strong 
sense of grim authenticity, providing a vivid and compelling 
picture of life in the Fletcher Street Stables. It’s easy to 

empathise with the characters who are constantly under 
threat of eviction as they strive to retain the traditions of cowboy 
life in the inner city. We are both dismayed and admiring of 
Harp’s efforts to steer his son away from the criminal elements of 
Philadelphia’s omnipresent Black urban youth drug culture. But 
in the end the film is very predictable. It provides a binary 
alternative for Philadelphia’s at risk Black youth – to work hard 
and engage with the positive philosophy of the Stables, or risk 
the consequences of a life of crime out on the streets. Jharrel 
Jerome’s tragic portrayal of Smush, Cole’s friend who is 
embedded in the drug dealing supply chain, is a stark illustration 
of the latter. A more nuanced and multilayered exploration of the 
characters and the choices that are available to them, I think 
would have resulted in a stronger film. 



CONTRATIEMPO - THE INVISIBLE 
GUEST 

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Murder mystery (feature film)

Availability: Netflix – Spanish with subtitles

  

S toryline: Spanish director and screenwriter, Oriol Paulo, 
brings Contratiempo to the screen. It’s another tale-with-a-
twist thriller, that follows his earlier success with The Body 
in 2012. Both films have contributed significantly to box-

office takings inside and outside Spain, and are now available on 
Netflix. Contratiempo tells the story of the young, successful 
businessman Adrian Doria who finds himself accused of the 
murder of his lover, fashion photographer Laura Vidal. Laura’s 
death has a complex backstory – a car accident involving Adrian 
and Laura, with consequences that dig them deeper and deeper 
into trouble. Adrian faces losing everything – his family and his 
business – so he employs Virginia Goldman, a lawyer with 
renowned witness preparation expertise, to help him construct a 
strong courtroom defence. The film then uses the limited hours 
they have together to explore various scenarios that will 
strengthen his case and challenge our perceptions about what 
we have seen. 

F ilm-craft: This is a fast moving film – a lapse in 
concentration and you will lose your way as scenes are 
replayed from different perspectives. It’s a clever plot, but 

you do have to pay attention. Paulo certainly keeps you 
engaged as he replays scenes and suddenly things are not as they 



seemed. His focus is clearly on creating tension, which does 
come at the expense of character development. But there is no 
question that it is gripping. The cinematography is stylish, 
showing the rich and famous in Barcelona, and then the 
beautiful wintery scenes in the country, with the now obligatory 
aerial views. 

C ast: Contratiempo follows four main characters: Adrian 
played by Mario Casas, Laura played by Barbara Lennie, 
Virginia played by Ana Wegener, and Tomas played by Jose 
Coronado. While all four do well, it is Wegener and 

Coronado, the two older actors that really impress. One can’t 
help but admire Ana’s portrayal of Virginia’s steely intelligence 
and forceful presence as she drives the action in the second half 
of the film. 

P ersonal Comments: Contratiempo is 106 minutes of drama-
packed filmmaking. It is both interesting and satisfying to 
watch as the various scenarios play out, changing our views 

as they go. It’s a contemporary drama, and while I didn’t warm 
to any of the characters, and there are some stretches in 
credibility, if you favour a good mystery and are happy to follow 
the film’s twists and turns, you will probably like this one.    



(THE) COOK OF CASTAMAR 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  + ½

Categorisation: Period drama (feature film)

Availability: Netflix – Spanish with subtitles

  

S toryline: La Cocinera de Castamar, or The Cook of Castamar, 
is loosely based on the 2019 novel of the same name by 
Fernando J. Muñez. Created by Tatiana Rodriguez, the 
series has been a hit for Netflix. It is set in early 18th century 

Madrid, where the Duke, Diego de Castamar, lives in mourning 
following the death of his young, beautiful wife, Alba. Devastated 
by her loss, he lapses into an extended period of melancholy, 
unable to respond to official or personal duties. Friends, family 
and royal officials try to persuade him to assume his 
responsibilities, but to no avail. Then his mother, the well-
meaning Doña Mercedes is encouraged by a family friend, the 
scheming Enrique de Arcona, to find Diego a wife. They bring 
the gentlewoman Amelia Castro to Castamar, marking the 
beginning of a determined strategy to capture Diego’s heart. The 
plot then branches out, in a number of convoluted ways, 
involving an increasing number of characters. This includes 
Clara, the gifted new cook, who becomes increasingly admired 
by the Duke, and is the subject of intrigue in both the kitchen 
and the elite upper dining room. Gabriel, the Duke’s mixed-race 
brother, fancies Amelia and is suspicious of Enrique. And then 
there is the dysfunctional Spanish royal family, in particular the 
king, who brings another whole set of problems to the fore. 



F ilm-craft: The filming here is opulent and the series is 
visually stunning. The Spanish countryside provides a 
beautiful setting, and much of the filming takes place in the 

magnificent Palacio del Infante Don Luis, which is situated in 
central Spain. In all its splendour, the palace, with its impressive 
gardens and sumptuous interiors, becomes the Duchy of 
Castamar. Great attention is paid to historical detail, and we are 
treated to wonderful scenes of life, both upstairs and downstairs, 
as the characters, in their authentic eighteenth-century 
costumes, strive for ascendancy within their spheres of power 
and influence. 

C ast: With a cast of well-respected Spanish actors, everyone 
does pretty well in this series. Villains are always more 
interesting to watch than heroes, and overall it is the wicked 
characters that shine in this series – Hugo Silva is terrific as 

the sly Enrique, and Marina Gatell is equally good as Lady Sol, 
the archetypal femme fatale. She brings levels of complexity to 
the plot and the scenes involving her are some of the best. 

P ersonal Comments: La Cocinera de Castamar is a mix of 
Dangerous Liaisons, and Downton Abbey. Full of scheming, 
moral ambiguity and family drama, it begins really well. 

Based on a good book the series has a competent cast, a 
wonderful setting and impressive cinematography. But despite 
this, it just doesn’t quite pull it off. After the first few episodes 
the plot loses its way, meandering aimlessly with new characters 
drifting in and out with little explanation. Then, in an attempt to 
pull it all together in the last few episodes, it ends neatly in a 
series of predictable outcomes, which is a pity. The book upon 
which it is based is a sensuous celebration of cooking and food 
aesthetics. While there is a nod to this in the series, it ends up 
prioritising an overlong and less appetising catalogue-of-events, 
which is an opportunity lost. By centralising the theme of 
gastronomy, it could have been one of cinema’s great culinary 
love stories. 



CORPUS CHRISTI  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Drama (feature film)

Availability:  Apple TV, SBS, Polish with subtitles

  

S toryline: Twenty-year-old Daniel is serving time in a Polish 
juvenile detention centre. The film’s opening is brutal as we 
witness the savagery of bullying behaviours in closed 
institutional settings. The film then moves to the chapel 

where Daniel and his peers listen to the Catholic sermons of 
Father Tomasz who tells them “each of us is the priest of Christ”. 
This turns out to be an epiphanic moment for Daniel, who 
internalises this calling to the priesthood. Father Tomasz, 
however, shatters his hopes telling him that his criminality bars 
him from becoming a priest. Instead, on release he is sent to 
work in a sawmill in a small rural town. But through a series of 
mistakes and opportunities, he ends up assuming the identity of 
the replacement village priest. It turns out he possesses a gift 
that resonates in the small town where parishioners are 
emotionally scarred by the loss of seven young people in a car 
accident. But Daniel’s presence shakes up village life as he 
becomes increasingly embroiled in dynamics that threaten his 
place in the fragile community. 

F ilm-craft: Directed by award-winning Polish director, Jan 
Komasa, Corpus Christi won two awards at the Venice Film 
Festival when it premiered in 2019. It was also nominated for 

an Oscar in the Best International Feature Film category in 
2020, but was beaten by the Korean film Parasite. Corpus Christi 
is visually striking, its cinematography shifts from icy shades of 
blue in the detention centre and later in village life, to the rich 



colours and textures of the village church, starkly contrasting the 
world inside and outside the ecclesiastical community. 

C ast: Bartosz Bielenia is nothing short of electrifying as 
Daniel. He brings a sharp intensity to the role, and he is able 
to move impressively from being euphoric and saint-like to 
becoming frighteningly manic. At the same time he brings 

an easy humour to the film as he is expected to perform the 
unfamiliar priestly role. He is also supported by impressive 
performances, particularly Aleksandra Konieczna as Lidia, the 
church matron who becomes increasingly alarmed by the new 
priest’s behaviour, and Eliza Rycembel her daughter who 
befriends Daniel. 

P ersonal Comments: Corpus Christi is shocking at times, 
funny, yet harrowing with heartbreakingly dark twists. 
While a bit heavy on symbolism, it offers a nuanced 

exploration of morality, faith, deception and acceptance in a 
closed rural community. With its thought-provoking ending, it is 
likely to linger long after the credits roll.      



(THE) COURIER  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Spy drama (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV

  

S toryline: Based on a true story, The Courier takes us into the 
world of international espionage during the Cold War era. 
Dominic Cooke (director) and Tom O’Connor (screenwriter) 
tell the story of the real life character Grenville Wynne, a 

British businessman who is cajoled into smuggling Russian 
secrets for MI6. At first he is reluctant – he’s only a businessman 
who works with clients, some of whom live in Eastern Europe, 
and he has never even been to Russia. He also drinks too much, 
he’s not exactly fit, and he knows nothing of spying. But during 
the Cold War, people do their duty and he finally agrees. We then 
watch as Grenville’s clandestine activities in Russia unfold, and 
we see their impact on his relationships at home and at work. 

F ilm-craft: The cinematography is evocative in The Courier. 
There is incredible attention to detail as we get to see 1960s 
life in London and Moscow. It is a wonderful period drama.  

C ast: The three stars of the film are undoubtedly Benedict 
Cumberbatch as Greville Wynne, Jessie Buckley as his wife 
Sheila, and, Merab Ninidze as Oleg Penkovsky. While all 
three are excellent in their roles, Ninidze is outstanding as 

the experienced Russian spy. His superb portrayal of the dangers 
in turning against his homeland – his expression of joy in the 
West and increasing terror as the Soviet leadership moves 
inexorably toward nuclear war, is nothing short of brilliant. 
Angus Wright does a good job supporting the action as MI6’s 



Dickie Franks. But Rachel Brosnahan (who was terrific in the The 
Marvelous Mrs. Maisel)  struggles to gain traction, and is 
increasingly irritating as the American CIA agent Emily Donovan. 

P ersonal Comments: The stakes are high for Wynne and 
even more so for Penkovsky in this film and the sense of 
danger is palpable, particularly given we know that the film 

is based on the experiences of real people. Often when I 
review films based on real life events, I am critical of the way in 
which film-makers fabricate and frequently undermine real life 
experiences to make a film more dramatic and engaging for 
contemporary viewers. This film is a bit different. By all accounts 
Wynne, in real life, was an unreliable narrator. Following his 
return to the West he wrote a number of books about his exploits 
that were clearly untrue – and often flamboyantly so (for an 
interesting summary of Wynne’s writings see https://
www.smithsonianmag.com/history/true-story-behind-
courier-180977265/). So in this instance, Dominic Cooke and Tom 
O’Connor have had to try and steer a viable path between what is 
known about the Cold War era, what has been written about the 
particular events, and in the absence of any definitive record, 
what might be a realistic story about a spy and a courier whose 
lives have been shaped by their experiences. On balance, I think 
they do this pretty well.    

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/true-story-behind-courier-180977265/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/true-story-behind-courier-180977265/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/true-story-behind-courier-180977265/


(THE) CROWN 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Period drama (miniseries) 

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: This is the fourth of what will be six miniseries of 
the The Crown, tracing the reign of Queen Elizabeth, her 
prime ministers, and the trials and tribulations of the British 
royal family. This series focuses on the 1980s, in particular 

the marriage of Charles and Diana, and also the Thatcherite 
years, a period known for its neoliberal reforms and devastating 
impact upon the less well-heeled in Britain’s class-ridden society. 
The series begins with the royal romance, the election of 
Margaret Thatcher, and the dramatic death of Lord Mountbatten 
at the hands of the IRA. While some of the following episodes 
tackle political events, most focus on the dysfunctional relational 
dynamics of the royals. 

F ilm-craft: The filming is rich and luxurious with scenes that 
display the opulence of the royals, juxtaposed with the grim 
realities of life on the dole. Sharp contrasts are therefore 

drawn between the two, but we see much more of the 
privileged elite. A great deal of care is taken to create visual 
authenticity. 

C ast: The series brings together a stellar cast, all of whom 
mimic stereotypes of the royals. Olivia Colman, as the 
Queen is dignified and solid, as we might have expected. 
Tobias Menzies as Prince Phillip is excellent, managing to 

portray irascibility, fun, and support for his wife. Emma Corrin 
plays the coy, immature Diana, and Josh O’Connor plays an 
emotionally and physically stunted Charles. Gillian Anderson, 
looking remarkably like Margaret Thatcher, gives a laboured 



impression of a simpering, often wet-eyed ‘Iron Lady’. Because 
she likes to cook for her husband and colleagues, she is played as 
servile. It is one of many examples of a heavy-handed script, and 
despite the quality of the cast, the series comes across as a 
presentation of caricatures. 

P ersonal Comments: Despite the positive reviews of series 
4, I found it frustrating to watch. The cast do their best with 
a silly screenplay that distorts their characters, and 

fantasises about what might have been said behind the closely 
guarded doors of the royal household, and the British 
government. The series is unmistakably sympathetic to Diana, 
damaged and imprisoned behind unfriendly walls of the palace. 
So confined, she is the victim of the cold, cruel and manipulative 
royals who are determined to protect the firm, regardless of the 
consequences. There is a serious lack of nuance and credibility 
in the screenplay. While the action is framed upon real events, 
and some episodes are better than others, its soapy 
interpretation is so ridiculous and unlikely, it speaks to the 
creation of fake history. In the same way The Tudors presented a 
truth too preposterous to believe, The Crown offers a 
contemporary version of something similar. I only hope future 
generations don’t rely on it to inform their understandings of 
history. In the end, despite the visual quality of the production, 
it is the film equivalent of the tabloids. 



DEADWIND 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  + ½ 

Categorisation: Detective drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix – Finnish with subtitles

  

S toryline: Anna Bergdahl, a social worker-turned consultant, 
is found buried on a construction site in Helsinki. Wrapped 
in plastic she is naked, pale and serene, with a bunch of 
white canna lilies carefully positioned in her hands. 

Recently widowed senior detective Sofia Karppi, is investigating. 
She has returned from Germany where she lived with her 
husband, until an accident claimed his life only two months 
before. After his death, with her young son and teenage step-
daughter in tow, they move to Finland, Karppi’s home country. It 
is immediately clear that they all struggle to adapt to their new 
life. They grieve in their various ways and family relationships 
are strained, particularly as Karppi becomes increasingly 
unavailable, throwing herself obsessively into her work. 
Unconventional, confident and capable, she has her own ways of 
doing things. And she certainly doesn’t appreciate having to 
partner with Sakari Nurmi, the rookie detective who has recently 
been assigned to the homicide squad. Nurmi wants to interrogate 
Anna’s husband, but Karppi is not in the right head-space to 
blame a widower, believing there are broader criminal forces at 
play. As the series unfolds, the many strands of the investigation 
creates tension and dispute, while Karppi’s life at home unravels 

F ilm-craft: Created and directed by Rike Jokela, the series 
was filmed during the fierce Finnish winter. And like many 
contemporary thrillers (see for example The Dry and, of 

course, Fargo, the bleak and beautiful landscapes in Deadwind 
do their best to engage an emotional response – tall leafless trees 
surviving across the stretches of flat snow-covered land, massive 



shards of fractured ice in the lake – the cinematography 
communicates messages. This is a harsh environment, and one 
that becomes a defining character in itself. 

C ast: Pihla Viitala does a great job playing Karppi. Strong in 
the midst of heartbreak, she is the epitome of sisu – she has 
guts. She is fearless, yet vulnerable, and Viitala does well 
across this emotional range. Lauri Tilkanen does an equally 

good job as Nurmi, and there is a terrific chemistry between the 
two as they variously spar with each other, then provide comfort 
at times of distress. The rest of the cast is excellent too, 
particularly Jani Volanen as Usko, Anna’s husband. Somehow he 
manages to look guilty and innocent at the same time. Tommi 
Korpela is very good as Alex, the science entrepreneur whose 
wind farm plans for the construction site where Anna’s body is 
found, also place him under suspicion. 

P ersonal Comments: Deadwind is a solid crime series that 
has a satisfying feel to it, perhaps because it follows familiar 
Scandi-noir territory. One might say it’s predictable. It 

doesn’t make you gasp, nor does it have you on the edge of 
your seat. But if you like a darkly humoured, slow-burning series 
that develops its characters over many levels of sub-plot, then 
you might like this one. I did, and will certainly be watching the 
second series. 



DEATH ON THE NILE 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐   

Categorisation: Murder mystery (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV, YouTube

  

S toryline: Unusually, Kenneth Branagh’s sumptuous 
adaptation and direction of Agatha Christie’s 1937 novel 
begins with a prequel scene in black and white. Hercule 
Poirot is a young soldier in the trenches during the First 

World War. Soon we have an explanation for his extraordinary 
moustache. Then, shifting to full colour, we move into the main 
plot – Jacqueline and Simon are in love. Jacqueline’s best friend, 
heiress Linnet, steals Simon from her. Then Linnet and Simon 
host all their friends (except for Jacqueline) in a no-expenses-
spared wedding, after which they planned to honeymoon in 
Egypt. Naturally this doesn’t go down well with Jacqueline, who 
stalks the couple, driving them to change their plans. They hire a 
magnificent riverboat and take all their friends on a tour of the 
Nile, as you do when you have unlimited personal wealth. But 
the threat of Jacqueline is ever-present, and soon people start 
dying in suspicious circumstances. Fortunately Hercule Poirot is 
one of the guests and he uses his superior sleuthing skills to 
investigate.  

F ilm-craft: Death on the Nile is brimming with Art Deco 
splendour. The riverboat is marvellous, and the river scenes 
are stunning. While the river scenes were filmed by a crew in 

Egypt, the rest of the filming was done in the UK. This 
included building the riverboat and creating replicas of the Abu 
Simbel temples and the spectacular Old Cataract Hotel in Aswan. 
In the main this worked brilliantly, although it has to be said that 



the the temples have a very artificial look to them. But this aside, 
the producers went to extraordinary lengths to create an 
authentic vision of the splendour of the time and place under 
challenging covid circumstances. 

C ast: As Hercule Poirot, Kenneth Branagh is surprisingly 
disappointing. I appreciate that many people will have a 
particular impression of the Poirot character, particularly 
given David Suchet’s long history of playing Hercule in the 

successful TV series. But Branagh’s performance comes across as 
somewhat artificial, as does his dreadful rendition of the Belgian 
accent. I hope they never show the film in Poirot’s hometown. So 
not a good start in casting Branagh as Poirot. Given the vast 
talent in the rest of the star-studded cast, you might think this 
would be enough to redeem it. Unfortunately, not so. Gal Gadot 
as Linnet and Armie Hammer as her husband, Simon, are 
undoubtedly a handsome couple, but they have no relational 
spark whatsoever. This makes the unlikely union even less likely. 
Jennifer Saunders and Dawn French, the long-standing comedy 
duo, do their best with what they are given, but nevertheless 
struggle to lift the tedium. Thankfully Sophie Okonedo as Salome 
Otterbourne is an exception. Her singing and performance on-
stage (and off ) is outstanding. 

P ersonal Comments: There is no question that this is a 
glittering production. But despite all of its sparkle, and it’s 
stellar cast, the film is oddly vacuous, and more than a little 

dull. In the end, it just isn’t enough to rely on displays of the 
fabulously rich an famous. Branagh has adapted Agatha 
Christie’s books before, in particular his 2017 adaptation of 
Murder on the Orient Express. That was a film that received very 
mixed reviews, and I suspect this one might experience a similar 
fate. 



DECISION TO LEAVE 

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐   ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Murder mystery (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV, Arovision, Korean with subtitles 

  

S toryline: Hae-Joon is a young detective living in Busan, 
South Korean’s second largest city. His wife, Jung-an, lives in 
the seaside town of Ipo a few hours drive away, but Ipo is 
much too quiet for Hae-Joon. Completely absorbed in his 

work, he needs the action of big-city crime. So they compromise. 
They see each other in Ipo, somewhat happily, on the weekends. 
At work, insomniac Hae-Joon polices the city night and day. Even 
so, Busan is too quiet for his liking. Then he is called upon to 
investigate the death of a man who has fallen, or has been 
pushed, off a cliff on the outskirts of the city. As he and his 
partner, Soo-wan, delve deeper into the case, Hae-Joon becomes 
increasingly infatuated by the dead man’s beautiful wife, Seo-rae 
who is a suspect in the murder. His obsession overwhelms his 
professional and personal life, threatening both in the process.  

F ilm-craft: Decision to Leave is a clever film by Korean 
director Park Chan-wook. The film’s focus on human 
obsession resonates with his astonishing 2016 psychological 

thriller, The Handmaiden. In both films Park perfectly 
combines black humour with deceit and a streak of romance. 
The earlier film is an historical drama, but Decision to Leave is 
well embedded in the twenty-first century. Park uses modern 
technologies – smartphones and smartwatches – in ways I 
haven’t seen before. We see Hae-Joon through the lens of the 



phone, and we experience all the pauses and tensions of texting 
in real-time. The film’s intelligent camerawork  also reinforces 
the enmeshing of relationships as Hae-Joon and Seo-rae meld 
into each other’s lives. One moment they are in conversation at 
the police station, the next they are looking at things in each 
other’s homes, montaged frames playing with imagination and 
reality and giving rise to more questions than answers. Kim Ji-
yong’s cinematography is stunning, with wonderful overhead 
shots of sea and sand, forest and city.   

C ast: Korean actor Park Hae-il is outstanding as detective 
Hae-Joon as he wrestles with his preoccupations. Equally 
terrific is the well known Chinese actor, Tang Wei as the 
complicated Seo-rae. The intimacy between them – the 

clearing of the table when they have eaten together, the way they 
watch each other, the simmering sexual tension between them – 
leaps out from the screen. This is in sharp contract to the 
dispassionate relationship between Hae-Joon and his wife Jung-
an, also played splendidly by the talented Lee Jung-hyun. 

P ersonal Comments: This is a terrific film that keeps you 
guessing until it’s ready to reveal its twists in the plot. So 
don’t be surprised if you don’t have a clue what’s happening 

at the midpoint. We make discoveries along with Hae-Joon, 
and about him, as the film unfolds. Then it all comes together, 
making you want to go back and have another look. Decision to 
Leave isn’t perfect – at well over two hours it’s definitely too long. 
But for such a great film, that’s something I’m prepared to 
overlook. 



DETECTORISTS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Comedy (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Acorn  

S toryline: The British miniseries detectorists was first 
conceived by the comedian Mackenzie Crook who then 
wrote, directed and starred in what became an award-
winning series. First broadcast in 2014, its difficult to 

provide a synopsis of this lovely programme, where nothing 
much happens, and we get to know unremarkable people going 
about their unremarkable lives. But it doesn’t take many 
episodes for us to discern deep currents in a screenplay that 
deftly lifts the ordinary to the extraordinary. Andy and Lance are 
friends who share a common interest in metal detecting. They go 
together regularly, sweeping the pastoral landscapes with their 
metal detectors in the hope of finding Saxon treasure that they 
are convinced is lying beneath the green fields of Essex. But this 
is more than a series about men and their hobbies. It is about the 
ways in which people struggle through life, their vulnerabilities 
and strengths, their joys and disappointments. And it’s very 
funny. 

F ilm-craft: Although the series is set in the fictional town of 
Danebury Essex, much of the filming takes place in Suffolk. 
The photography, in its long-shots and close-ups, captures 

the serenity and beauty of the English countryside. There are 
long, lingering shots of the most beautiful insects, meadow 
flowers, and hazy sun drenched evenings as Lance and Andy 
sweep for gold. The rest of the action happens in the village as 
the series makes great use of local facilities – a scout club in 
Framlingham becomes the headquarters of the Danebury Metal 
Detectors Club, Framlingham College doubles as the local 



University, and various community inns give us the feel of British 
pub life. Danebury is the quintessential English town. 

C ast: It turns out that the casting in the Detectorists is 
something of a family affair as Crook brings together a 
reunion of friends and family – Becky (Rachel Stirling), 
Andy’s partner in the series, is actually Lance’s wife in real 

life. And Becky’s mum is played by the late Diana Rigg, Rachel’s 
real mother. It’s all a bit odd, but makes perfect sense in a series 
where relationships are central and where close friendships lay 
the foundation for the best comedy. Mackenzie Crook and Toby 
Jones play Andy and Lance brilliantly. They are sometimes 
hapless, often exasperating, but always endearing. And the rest 
of the cast is outstanding too. Of particular note, Gerard Horan 
plays the wonderful Terry, President of the Danebury Metal 
Detecting Club. Sophie Thompson, Terry’s delightful and 
eccentric wife Sheila is fabulous, and David Sterne is terrific as 
Larry Bishop, the mad farmer upon whose land Andy and Lance 
detect. The beautiful theme tune of the series by Johnny Flynn is 
a character all of its own. Multilayered with a haunting refrain, 
we get to know the first verse in series 1 and, joyfully, we hear the 
second verse in series 2. Then if you have any doubt that this is a 
love song, a grieving lament, as well as a celebration of metal 
detecting, just have a listen (https://youtu.be/Q58Gm18-IMY). 

P ersonal Comments: You might wonder why a series about 
a couple of blokes who spend their time searching for 
treasure with their metal detectors has caused such a 

sensation. The answer rests in the simple perfection of the 
series. The pace won’t suit everyone. But the series is full of 
melancholy, beautifully crafted, funny, and believable. It 
playfully captures the art of the almost – Andy and Lance believe 
there is treasure there and as the series evolves they almost find 
it. Through aerial shots the film-makers cleverly show us just 
how close they are to finding it. It doesn’t surprise me that after 
the series was launched there was a 35% increase in the sale of 
metal detectors in the UK. Watch this one. And if you have 
already seen it, give yourself a treat and watch it again. 

https://youtu.be/Q58Gm18-IMY


DEVOTION - A STORY OF LOVE AND 
DESIRE (FIDELTÀ) 

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Italian with subtitles

S toryline: In this adaptation of Marco Missiroli’s 2019 novel, 
Fideltà, Italian directors Stefano Cipani and Luxrezia 
Guidone create an engrossing six-part relationship drama. It 
tells a relatively straightforward story of Margharita and 

Carlo, an Italian couple living in a small rented studio in Milan. 
She is a real estate agent, he is a professor at the local university. 
Their committed relationship is passionate and loving, and after 
five years of marriage their friends see them as a perfect couple. 
All good, until a seed of doubt becomes established when Carlo 
is seen comforting a student who is struggling in his creative 
writing class. As Margharita and Carlo then negotiate complex 
marital territory we see the ways in which love and desire impact 
inside and outside of the couple relationship. 

F ilm-craft: Elisa Amoruso, Laura Colella and Alessandro 
Fabbri have written an absorbing script that moves the 
action along in suspenseful ways. They create an air of 

apprehension for the couple as Margharita and Carlo’s actions 
increasingly endanger their relationship. The soundtrack seems a 
little at odds with the drama, but the cinematography is classy 
with fabulous scenes of Milan. 



C ast: The acting is outstanding in this series. Michele 
Riondino brings the right mix of bewilderment and charm 
to the role of Carlo. You may remember him playing the 
young Salvo Montalbano. Lucrezia Guidone is equally 

impressive as the passionate Margharita, who becomes obsessed 
by the twenty-year old student, Sofia, whom she perceives as a 
threat to the marriage. Carolina Sala is also excellent as the 
infatuated student, and Leonardo Pazzagli does a good job as 
Andrea, Margharita’s love interest, despite his character being 
the least developed. 

P ersonal Comments: Fideltà comprises a multi-layered story 
exposing the complicated emotional dynamics within and 
across relationships. While there are one or two loose ends, 

what makes this series particularly fascinating is its 
exploration of dangerous moments when people in committed 
relationships waver on the edge of infidelity. There are many of 
these moments of decision when a character either resists 
temptation or steps over the line. The directors lead us to the 
very brink, cleverly building the signs of interest between 
characters – the looks that are a little too intense, or the touches 
that communicate something a little more than care. Then we 
wait until the moment has passed, and we are left to 
contemplate the complex nature of fidelity and betrayal. 



(THE) DIG 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐   

Categorisation: Period drama (feature film)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: It’s 1939 and Britain is on the verge of war. Edith 
Pretty has a impressive manor house in Suffolk and upon 
her land there are large mounds that she is keen to 
excavate. Interested in archeology, she thinks it may be a 

Viking burial ground, and so hires a well-respected but amateur 
excavator, Basil Brown. The film is based on the Sutton Hoo find, 
the most important archeological excavation in British history. 
The film takes us through the dig, exploring the impact it has on 
all those involved, and illustrating the tensions and rivalries 
within archeological circles that both unsettle and challenge 
ideas about who owns a dig. 

F ilm-craft: Simon Stone directed The Dig based on John 
Preston’s well-received fictionalised account of the discovery 
of the Sutton Hoo. Moria Buffini wrote the screenplay and 

Mike Eley’s cinematography captures perfectly the muted 
palette of the beautiful English countryside. The film-makers 
recreated the Sutton Hoo site in Surrey, making use of farmland 
so they could create the burial grounds which they would then 
excavate. Great effort goes into making the scenes authentic.   

C ast: Carey Mulligan and Ralph Fiennes are both outstanding 
as the film’s two main characters, Edith and Basil. United by 
a common purpose, the characters carry the action 
throughout the first half of the film. Hinting at an attraction 

between Edith and Basil that was non-existent in real life, the 



second half of the film switches toward other characters for a 
romantic interest, in particular, the young archeologist Peggy 
Piggott, played by Lilly James, and Rory Lomax the dig’s 
(fictional) photographer, played by Johnny Flynn. Both are 
excellent in the film, as is Ken Stott, the pompous British 
Museum archeologist who ultimately takes over the dig, and 
Monica Dolan as May, Basil’s wife. Interestingly, multi-talented 
Johnny Flynn wrote the hauntingly beautiful theme song for the 
Detectorists, the hugely successful series that also explores the 
joys and disappointments inherent in the search for ancient 
relics. 

P ersonal Comments: This is a beautifully produced film that 
captures well the significance and fascination of the Sutton 
Hoo find. More broadly, the film gently unearths the 

physical, and emotional, elements relating to death, loss, and 
human connections over time. But despite many brilliant scenes, 
the film loses impact in the second half when Edith and Basil 
retreat into the background of the story. Perhaps the lack of any 
romantic potential between the lead characters proved too much 
of a challenge for the filmmakers. There is a sense in which the 
romantic liaison between Peggy and Rory feels like a tag-on too 
late in the piece. Even though the actors do well, there is a 
missed opportunity for the film to continue its focus on the 
extraordinary archeological discovery and the fascinating people 
who actually took part in it. 



(THE) DRY 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Crime drama (feature film)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: Richard Connolly directed this Australian film 
based on Jane Harper’s best-selling novel of the same name. 
Aerial views of flat brown farmland sets the scene – there is 
not a blade of green grass as far as the eye can see. The 

Victorian state of Australia is experiencing drought and the place 
is tinder dry. There has been a murder on one of the farms and 
three people are dead. The film’s lead character Aaron Falk, an 
Australian federal police agent, returns to his home town to 
attend the funeral of his friend Luke, his wife, and his son. It’s a 
murder-suicide. The only one spared, their infant daughter, was 
found left crying in her cot. Luke’s parents are devastated by the 
loss, certain that Luke was not to blame for the murders. But the 
townspeople are convinced otherwise. Luke’s parents ask Aaron 
to look into it for them. He somewhat reluctantly agrees, and 
then the drama unfolds as he enquiries into the tragedy. There is 
also a second story, told through parallel flashbacks in the film – 
the suspicious death of one of Aaron’s friends twenty years 
earlier. At that time Aaron was suspected of being culpable and 
was driven out of town with his father. This brings a further 
complexity to the primary story and Aaron’s return to the town. 

F ilm-craft: The film is shot in the Wimmera, flat plained and 
shimmering, it provides a perfect location for the parched 
fictional town of Kiewarra. At once arid and remote, it 

generates an atmosphere that will resonate with many 
Australian small towns, particularly during the drought of the 



mid 1990s and 2010. The environment is tough, but Connolly 
captures the extraordinary beauty of the magnificent Australian 
landscape. 

C ast: This is a stellar Australian cast, with Eric Bana playing 
the lead role brilliantly. He brings a remarkable emotional 
depth to the part of Aaron, constrained in the face of 
hostility, his strength of character carries the action along. 

He is seriously good. The supporting actors are also terrific, but 
of particular note is Sergeant Greg Raco played by Keir 
O’Donnell. There is a deeply insightful and disturbing scene 
when Greg shows Aaron the site of the crime and tells him how it 
was finding the bodies. Carefully we are drawn into the trauma 
of what it might be like to be a first responders to a violent death. 
The acting is superb and it is one of a number of examples of 
profound film making that takes this production to another level. 
Miranda Tapsell as Greg’s pregnant wife is terrific and brings 
welcome humour to the film. In fact, there are a number of great 
one-liners that balance the film’s sharp intensity. 

P ersonal Comments: Jane Harper’s book lends itself 
perfectly to film adaptation. Like Mark Brandi’s Wimmera, 
and Chris Hammer’s Scrublands it captures the austere 

visual beauty of the Australian terrain and the dangers that 
exist beyond city boundaries. These books make for great 
reading, and this film illustrates how important they are to 
Australian filmmaking. It’s Australian noir – not dark and 
shadowy, but glorious in its sunburnt colours and every bit as 
sinister. 



(THE) DURRELLS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Comedy drama (miniseries)

Availability: TVNZ, Prime video

  

S toryline: The Durrells is a four-series production in which 
Simon Nye loosely adapted Gerald Durrell’s well known 
autobiographical trilogy, The Durrells in Corfu. It tells the 
story of the famous British conservationist’s mother, Louisa 

Durrell, who is struggling to raise her four children on a meagre 
widow’s pension in 1930s Britain. Desperate, and pretty much 
penniless, she decides they will all move to the beautiful Greek 
island of Corfu. The series then follows the antics of the Durrells 
as they confront a pauper’s life amidst colourful native flora and 
fauna and the culturally diverse inhabitants of the island. 

F ilm-craft: The series is beautifully filmed and, not 
surprisingly, the scenery in Corfu is spectacular. From the 
magnificent cliff-faces to the sun-drenched Mediterranean 

village, to the Durrell’s dilapidated but charming house that 
looks over the Ionian Sea, the whole experience is joyful. It 
makes you want to be there…it really, really does. 

C ast: Everyone performs exceptionally well in the series, but 
in many ways this is Louisa’s story. The family matriarch is 
played splendidly by Keeley Hawes. Susceptible to more 
than the occasional tipple and romantic interest, she brings 

an eccentric parenting style that is effervescent, protective and at 
times controlling. At one stage, in a plaintive voice, she ponders 
why her children have become so vile. It’s likely that we will all 
have our opinions about why this is the case, but it’s very 
amusing to watch it play out in the Durrell family dynamics. My 
favourite character is Lugaretzia, played wonderfully by Anna 



Savva. She is the Greek housekeeper who works for a pittance, 
and makes no qualms about which of the Durrell children she 
prefers. It doesn’t matter that she speaks little English, we know 
exactly what she’s thinking. She is one of the gems of the series, 
hilariously disparaging most of the time, with an occasional nod 
of sympathy as Louisa confronts yet another challenging family 
calamity.     

P ersonal Comments: While each member of the Durrell 
family experience life’s challenges, nothing really bad ever 
happens. Cross-cultural misunderstandings occur, romantic 

liaisons take place, and the eccentric activities on the island 
seem a world away from their previous dour existence. 
Broadcasted over four years during the months of April and May, 
when the average high temperature is a chilly 12 degrees C in 
Britain, it’s completely unsurprising that millions of Brits have 
been enamoured by the idyllic and curious stories of a family 
choosing a particular and unusual Mediterranean lifestyle. If you 
are feeling like a bit of a tonic as we begin another Covid year, 
this charming and amusing series might just be the one for you. 



ENOLA HOLMES 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Detective mystery (feature film)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: In 1884 Enola Holmes, sister of the famous 
detective Sherlock Holmes, is sixteen years old. We learn 
from the charming cartoon at the beginning of the film that 
her father died when she was young. Her two older 

brothers, Mycroft and Sherlock, left home to make their own 
way in life, leaving Enola to be raised alone by her unorthodox 
mother. Encouraged to be splendidly independent, Enola’s 
education was equally unorthodox. But then, on Enola’s 
sixteenth birthday, her mother disappears and she is left 
completely alone – until her brothers arrive. Then Enola’s life 
takes a sudden turn to the orthodox when Mycroft decides to 
send his ward to finishing school in the hope of taming her wild 
spirit. Sherlock, while sympathetic, is no help at all and Enola 
realises she must take control of her fate – she runs off to London 
to find her mother. We then follow her adventures as she uses 
martial arts and her detective skills to negotiate complex and 
sometimes dangerous situations. Sherlock pursues her, but is 
always one step behind. Enola’s journey is set against a backdrop 
of political change and in particular the hotly debated Reform 
Bill which is purposefully linked with the suffragette movement 
in the film, although women’s enfranchisement actually 
occurred much later in England. But nobody seems to mind the 
occasional lack of detail as the action romps delightfully along. 



F ilm-craft: Harry Bradbeer does a fabulous job adapting 
Nancy Springer’s book to film, and Jack Thorne has written a 
clever screenplay. The scenery is terrific, and if you like 

trains you will enjoy the early scenes as Enola and the 
Viscount flee from danger. The costumes are fabulous, and the 
houses are resplendent in Arts and Crafts colours and designs. 
Care has been taken to create visual authenticity as we are 
treated to tours of the British countryside, and the spectacular 
and seedy sides of London. 

C ast: Milly Bobby Brown absolutely radiates fun as Enola. She 
has a strong presence, and her asides that are made directly 
to the audience adds much humour to the film. At one stage 
when she falls off her bike in the mud, she looks directly 

into the camera and announces that ‘cycling is not one of my 
core strengths’. It’s a joy to watch. Helena Bonham Carter gives 
an exceptional performance as Enola’s mum – no politically-
correct parenting here. It’s clear that she fully intends to prepare 
her daughter for any predicament, and so she home-schools her 
in science, the arts, tennis, archery, jujitsu – whatever is 
necessary for her to be successful in the world. Sam Claflin as 
Mycroft and Henry Cavill as Sherlock, are wonderful as Enola’s 
brothers – Cavill in particular brings a new look to the famous 
detective. Louis Partridge is terrific as Enola’s young love interest 
the Viscount Lord Tewksbury, Marquess of Basilwether. 

P ersonal Comments: This is a joyful and exuberant film. At 
just over two hours, it’s a little long, but everyone is having 
such great fun I can see how hard it must have been to cut 

things out. I expect Netflix will be testing the waters to see if 
there is an audience for an ongoing series. On the basis of this 
film, I think that’s highly likely. 



ELIZABETH - A PORTRAIT IN PARTS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Documentary 

Availability: Apple TV, Arovision 

  

S toryline: This documentary is the final film Roger Michell 
made before his death in September last year. The much-
acclaimed theatre, television and film director (Notting Hill, 
Enduring Love, Changing Lanes, Duke) was well-liked, and 

his unexpected death was met with shock across the industry. 
This adds a poignancy to the viewing of Elizabeth as it shines 
light on different aspects of the life of the British monarch who 
has reigned for the entirely of Michell’s own life. The 
documentary captures the Queen at home, out riding, at the 
races, and hosting the myriad of activities expected of her, 
including regular meetings with British Prime Ministers for 
whom she apparently provided a listening ear. 

F ilm-craft: What makes this different from most royal 
documentaries is that Michell has used existing news-reel 
and documentary footage of the monarchy, plus events of 

the period, and contemporary music and clips of musical 
performances that extend from George Formby to the Beatles. 
Presented thematically rather than chronologically, the 
combination makes for a mischievous conglomeration of images 
and sound that come together in discrete chapters. There is no 
narration. Rather, Michell let’s the songs carry the dialogue, 
often in humorous ways. And the film has laugh-out-loud 
moments – watch for the little girl who is presenting flowers to 
the queen, only to become a victim of a militaristic salute. It’s 



hilarious, even though one knows one shouldn’t really laugh at it 
(the film’s use of ‘one’ is insidiously influential). 

C ast: This documentary is all about the Queen and as such, 
she is undoubtedly the star of the show. Other royals are 
pushed into the wings as Michell focuses our gaze entirely 
on Elizabeth. There is nevertheless another star in the 

documentary – the music. And it is the role of the the lyrics to 
interpret the action and provide both humour and emotional 
impact. 

P ersonal Comments: I was in two minds about seeing this 
film, particularly given my ambivalence about the British 
monarchy. But there is no doubt the film is entertaining, and 

funny. Michell manages to tread a careful line between being 
fondly respectful, while perfectly illustrating the utter absurdity 
of the institution. I’m not sure the thematic approach works 
though, and the film is unapologetically nostalgic, but in the end 
it left me with an appreciation of the achingly tedious meeting-
and-greeting that represents much of royal life. And I have to 
admit, she’s definitely shaken more hands than most people 
have ever seen. 



(THE) ESSEX SERPENT 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Historical drama (miniseries)

Availability: Apple TV  

S toryline: Sarah Perry’s popular novel forms the basis of The 
Essex Serpent, a six-part series directed by the acclaimed 
British director Clio Barnard. Set in the late nineteenth 
century, the series begins with a sinister scene of a young 

woman, Gracie, wading through an archipelago-like wetland in 
Aldwinter, Essex. Fully clothed, she enters the water carrying a 
large cross. Her sister, Naomi, calls out then watches as a surge of 
water approaches and Gracie disappears. The villagers fear she 
has been taken, as punishment for her sins, by a biblical serpent 
that haunts the dark and misty waters. The scene then switches 
to London where we are introduced to Cora Seaborne, a 
gentlewoman sitting at the bedside of her rich husband who 
refuses potentially life-saving surgical treatment from his doctor, 
Luke Garrett. His death brings liberation to Cora who has been a 
victim of her husband’s horrific violence. While still in mourning, 
Cora embraces her single life, becoming friends with the young 
and brilliant Dr Garrett, and reengaging with her long-held 
passion for palaeontology. When she hears rumours that a 
serpent has been spotted in Essex, she theorises that it may be 
some kind of plesiosaur that has survived extinction and 
evolution. Keen to know more, she travels to Aldwinter with her 
son Frankie and her servant-companion Martha. Once there the 
headstrong Cora becomes enmeshed in conflict as people in the 
fire-and-brimstone community act on their fears and suspicions.  

F ilm-craft: This is a slow-moving, evocative and and 
atmospheric series. It was filmed on location across a 
number of areas in Essex and London. The market town of 

Maldon provides great high-street scenes, and there are 



interesting background shots of Thames sailing boats from the 
quay. The salt marshes themselves are fabulous. This attention to 
detail makes for a quality series. The Blackwater Estuary, a 
Ramsar Wetland of International Importance, provides the 
magnificent aerial shots that nicely capture the film’s brooding 
atmosphere. Echoing both landscape and action, the music by 
Dustin O’Halloran and Herdís Stefánsdottir is hauntingly 
beautiful. 

C ast: The Essex Serpent has a stellar cast and everyone does 
well. Claire Danes is spectacular as the exuberant, yet 
tortured Cora. She is so busy finding her emancipated self 
she seems oblivious to the impact she has on everyone 

around her, and unintentionally she leaves chaos and heartbreak 
in her wake. Tom Hiddleston as Will Ransome, Alswinter’s vicar 
and one of a collection of characters who find themselves under 
Cora’s spell, is equally impressive. Contributing to many of the 
film’s most poignant scenes, his ability to convey emotion 
without words is quite remarkable. The combined strengths of 
Danes and Hiddleston bring a chemistry and simmering intimacy 
that is palpable. While Cora represents a scientifically-informed 
atheism, and Will a progressive religiosity, Clémence Poésy in a 
calm and serene performance as as Will’s wife Stella, is the 
otherworldly character somewhere in-between. 

P ersonal Comments: I am late in coming to The Essex 
Serpent, in part because I was expecting a supernatural/
fantasy genre that I tend to avoid. But the dramatic focus of 

the series is far more interested in the exploration of how 
people relate to each other – or more accurately bump up against 
each other, illuminating human fears, suspicions, beliefs and 
passions. I suspect it is a series that will polarise opinion. Some 
will dislike its supernatural elements and dark religiosity. It’s 
inclination to modernise characters within a period drama will 
be jarring for others. But I found it a compelling psychological-
philosophical introspective that intelligently explores science, 
faith, superstition and fanaticism. 



ETHOS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Turkish with subtitles  

S toryline: This series begins with the main character 
Meryem, a young Turkish woman, fainting at her workplace 
as she goes about cleaning her rich employer’s house. Then 
we go back a year and follow her as she is referred to 

counselling as there does not appear to be any physical reasons 
for her continuing fainting spells. Through Meryem’s story we 
engage with the lives of three other women, Peri, her 
psychiatrist, Gülbin, in turn Peri’s therapist/supervisor, and 
Meryem’s sister-in-law, Ruhive. These four women are 
representative of contemporary dichotomies in Turkish society, 
contrasting the conservative and the liberal, the religious and the 
secular, and highlighting the experiences and expectations of 
women across socio-economic divides in a traditionally 
patriarchal society. Through the experiences of the women we 
gain insights into the men in their lives, their families and 
friends, along with all of their personal biases, constraints, 
contradictions and anxieties. 

F ilm-craft: Written and directed by Berkun Oya, the eight 
part series takes us to Istanbul, the bustle of the drab 
metropolis, the calm and beautiful countryside, and the 

regional areas in between. We see the homes of the rich, and 
the not-so-rich, and Oya cleverly uses the rituals of every-day life 
to slow the action down – the taking off of shoes at the door, the 
walks from one place to the next, the pauses in dialogue. If you 
don’t like watching the slower pace of everyday life you might 
find this frustrating. But as a function, it enables us to absorb a 
broad panorama of Turkish society, along with all the issues Oya 
presents, without being rushed or overwhelmed by their 



complexity. For example, there is a lovely scene where Meryem 
eats a chocolate and carefully smooths out its silver-paper 
wrapping, a detail of childhood that has impact beyond its 
simplicity. The psychoanalytic framing of the series is also worth 
a mention. Those of you who are familiar with my academic 
writing will know that I am not a fan of psychoanalysis. But here 
Oya uses it to peel back the layers of complexity in a way that 
expertly adds depth and humour to the drama. 

C ast: The acting in this series is terrific, and everyone brings 
to life the gamut of emotional experience. But it is Meryem, 
played by Öykü Karayel, and Peri, played by Defne Kayalar, 
who give the standout performances. Despite Meryem being 

delightfully unfamiliar with therapeutic processes, she gives as 
good as she gets in her sessions with Peri, and is not in the least 
bit intimidated by the psychiatrist’s professional-speak. Indeed 
Peri is the one who ends up confronting her own prejudices, 
providing some of the funniest and most poignant moments in 
the series. Both actors are exceptional, playing the roles 
perfectly. 

P ersonal Comments: Contrary to Tolstoy’s famous quote 
that all happy families are similar while unhappy families 
are unhappy in their own ways, despite their differing 

circumstances the families in this series do seem to share a 
similar unhappiness. We watch them go about their troubled 
lives struggling with issues that seem culturally unique, while at 
the same time compellingly universal – the generational changes 
that bring about conflict in families, sociocultural learning, 
diverse sexual attractions and needs, and the human search for 
happiness and healing. And if all that isn’t enough, Oya manages 
to tackle issues of mental illness, sexual abuse, disability, grief 
and loss. Exploring all this in a powerful yet subtle eight episodes 
is quite a feat. The neatness of the psychoanalytic ending was 
nevertheless a little too neat for me, reflecting my 4 star rating. 
On the other hand I am prepared to consider that this could be a 
reflection of my psychoanalytic prejudice than the quality of the 
filmmaking. Maybe I need to do a bit of work on that… 



FAKE OR FORTUNE? 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Documentary Whodunnit (39 episodes)

Availability: YouTube (all episodes)

 

S toryline: Inspired by his 2009 book, Sleuth, art dealer and 
historian Philip Mould created the first series of Fake or 
Fortune? in 2011. Co-presented by journalist Fiona Bruce, 
and supported by art historian Bendor Grosvenor, the series 

investigates the provenance and attribution of art works brought 
to them by people who believe they may own a previously 
unknown or lost masterpiece. Using old fashioned detective 
work, forensic analysis and archival research, the series is 
produced and directed by a range of filmmakers and is now in its 
tenth season. For example, Season 5 Episode 3, produced and 
directed by Francis Welsh, brings a drawing of a Cambodian 
dancer into sharp focus. Purportedly made by the French artist 
Auguste Rodin, the episode takes us across the globe where 
hopes are raised and dashed in a quest to discover whether the 
sketch is a fake or a genuine work by Rodin. 

F ilm-craft: Through the use of archival resources, the series 
explores the lives of the artists, their works, and the people 
they engaged with. It also takes us into the modern world of 

international art, including the galleries and auction houses, 
the homes of art lovers and collectors, and the laboratories and 
institutions that minutely examine aspects of the works. These 
are fascinating journeys that illuminate human passion and the 
determination to discover the origins of an artwork, as well as 
exposing the power of institutions that so often determine the 



outcome of investigations. Each episode has its own suspenseful 
story, compelling intensity, and complexity of detective work as 
it progresses. We get to see magnificent art and the marvellous 
galleries that house them. In the Rodin episode, for example, we 
visit the Musée Rodin and the Musée d’Orsay in Paris. 

C ast: This has been a hugely popular series for the BBC, 
largely due to the complementary contributions of Mould, 
Bruce and Grosvenor. All bring their unique skills, expertise 
and experience to this excellent production. While the trio 

essentially fronts the series, we also get to see other experts at 
work:  conservators,  scientists, art historians, and a range of 
professionals and art aficionados who each play a part in the 
discovery of truth. 

P ersonal Comments: Writing for The Daily Telegraph, Benji 
Wilson said Fake or Fortune? is the art world’s equivalent to 
Line of Duty. And there is no doubt the series has all the 

intrigue, suspense and dynamism of a top detective drama. So 
if you like a good whodunnit, give this one a try. But be warned – 
it can be addictive. 



FALLET 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Satirical crime drama (miniseries) 

Availability: Netflix, Swedish with subtitles

  

S toryline: A gruesome murder occurs in Norrbacka, a small 
Swedish hamlet north of Stockholm. Sophie Borg, a Swedish 
detective, is assigned to the case. Very soon we find that 
Sophie is no Saga Norén, the flawed but gifted protagonist 

from The Bridge. They do look a bit alike and they are both 
inclined to strip off their sweaty tee shirts in the middle of the 
office when they feel the need to freshen up. But this is where 
the similarity ends. Sophie is aggressive, inclined to be trigger 
happy, and is an all-round disaster as a member of the police. In 
fact, she has been sent from Stockholm to Norrbacka as a 
punishment and it’s her last chance to redeem herself.  In an act 
of collegial support, the British police send Tom Brown, an 
equally incompetent detective who is also on his last-chance 
assignment. Together they miss clues and bungle their way 
through the investigation. Sophie continues to shoot people, and 
both detectives teeter on the brink of being fired. Not exactly 
Wallander, or Inspector Morse, although both get a mention in 
Fallet. But what’s great fun about this series is the way in which it 
hilariously subverts what we’ve come to expect of crime thrillers, 
while using them shamelessly to drive their comedic agenda.    

F ilm-craft: Fallet cleverly uses locations from previous 
Scandinavian crime dramas – bleak landscapes, dark forests, 
and familiar scary scenes such as sinister dolls hanging from 

ceilings, criminals in animal heads making podcasts – that kind 
of thing, and all very recognisable from well known Nordic crime 



programmes. But this time it’s in Norrbacka with the heroes 
running amok in the small Swedish village that Sophie describes 
as “a shitty little town with horrible restaurants…” Norrbacka is 
her hometown and there is no doubt that she’d rather be in 
Stockholm. But it all looks a rather quaint from the aerial shots. 
Filmed in eight short thirty-minute episodes, the action bounds 
along. 

C ast: Adam Godley plays the rather timid, yet gentlemanly 
Tom, and Lisa Henni plays the trigger happy Swede. As 
characters, they are complete opposites. She is brash and 
impulsive, while he is overly polite and apologetic, and they 

are terrific together.  The dialogue is funny, and the the 
supporting cast is hilarious, in particular the hopeless local chief 
of police Klas (Tomas von Brömssen) and his equally clueless son 
Bill (Christoffer Nordenrot). Both are consistently funny 
throughout the series, along with Stina Rautelin as Sonja 
Mustanaamio the team’s Finnish forensic scientist. She invariably 
has some grotesque fact to add at the most inappropriate 
moment.  

P ersonal Comments: I liked this series. It turns crime series-
watching on its head, satirising the grim detective 
programmes that we see more and more of these days. It 

presents us with a polar opposite of the clever, intuitive and 
brilliant crime-solving teams we find in both Swedish and British 
crime drama. Fallet gives us an incompetent, impulsive police 
presence that invariably misses critical clues, accidentally shoots 
people, and officers being constantly on the verge of losing their 
jobs. It parodies crime drama, but in fact, it satirises everything. 
It takes potshots at gender politics, and just about every other 
emancipatory policy that characterises contemporary Swedish 
society. While the humour is not for everyone, if you like quirky 
and a fresh send-up of Nordic Noir, then you might like this one. 
It’s great fun. 



FARGO  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  (series 3)

Categorisation: Coenesque drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: Inspired by Joel and Ethan Coen’s brilliant 1990s 
film, Fargo, Noah Hawley’s third darkly comedic miniseries 
of the same name introduces us to Minnesotan brothers, 
Ray and Emmit Stussy. The brothers are in dispute. 

Following their father’s death Ray inherited a stamp – a very 
valuable stamp it turns out, and Emmit inherited a bright and 
shiny red Corvette. But Emmit convinces Ray to do a swap. Then, 
using the stamp as collateral, he becomes a successful 
businessman, while his brother’s life is afflicted by misfortune. 
The Corvette is now tired and faded, and Ray is a probation 
officer who spends most of his time collecting urine specimens 
from his parolees. He bitterly resents the loss of his true 
inheritance, and increasingly obsessed by perceptions of 
injustice, he goes about getting the stamp back. To everyone’s 
dismay, and in true Coenesque fashion, plans go spectacularly 
wrong and the bodies start piling up. But this isn’t just a series 
about feuding brothers. It’s a bigger story about good and evil, 
with multi-layered representations of extreme capitalism rotting 
from within, weighty biblical forces, and existential questions 
that plague the characters in one way or another. 

F ilm-craft: Fargo is beautifully filmed, capturing the stark 
beauty of Minnesota in wintertime. In fact, it was filmed in 
the Canadian province of Southern Alberta, but no matter. It 

represents perfectly the flat, snow-covered landscape with its 
vast bleak horizons that seem to go on forever. 



C ast: Fargo has a wonderful cast making it difficult to single 
out its most outstanding actors. Ewan McGregor is terrific 
playing the two brothers, displaying a range of emotions as 
the worlds of both characters unravel. David Thewlis is 

brilliant as V.M. Varga. He is the archetypal representation of evil 
in the series as we watch him take control of Emmit’s business. 
By all accounts he is a truly nasty character, his bad teeth and 
bulimic tendencies horribly depicting the excesses of a modern 
capitalist society. Mary Elizabeth Winstead is outstanding as 
Nikki Swango, the ultimate avenging angel (and fiancée of Ray). 
She is guided by the omniscient supernatural character Paul 
Marrane (well played by Ray Wise), who appears to a number of 
characters, variously offering support, redemption or 
damnation. Gloria Burgle, chief of police in Eden Valley, and 
played splendidly by Carrie Coon, is the personification of 
goodness. Even though she has her own challenges, she provides 
a countering warmth and sense of normality that tips the scales 
toward the good. 

P ersonal Comments: This was my first viewing of a Fargo 
miniseries, a neglect that was deliberate. The original film 
by the Coen brothers was so riveting and their take on the 

Minnesota underworld so compelling, I could not imagine a 
TV sequel that could do justice to it. Fargo 3 has also had mixed 
reviews, suggesting that Hawley had lost the plot as he delves 
incoherently into philosophical dilemmas. But for me, it is a 
masterclass of film-making – unsettling yet satisfying, comedic 
yet gruesome, and with allegorical depth that is exposed by one 
complex conversation after another. It has a haunting brilliance 
that will keep academics and students of film studies debating for 
decades. 



(THE) FATHER 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Drama (feature film) 

Availability: Apple TV

  

S toryline: Considered a ‘genius’ by Le Figaro, and described 
as ‘the most exciting new theatre writer of our time’ by The 
Times, the forty-one year old French novelist Florian Zellar 
takes his play, The Father, from stage to screen in this 

extraordinary new film. It is a story about a father and daughter 
trying to navigate and understand the onset of dementia and the 
ways in which it influences family dynamics and the perceptions 
of people experiencing the most devastating impact of brain 
function decline. It is a world in which it’s hard to distinguish 
current reality, flashbacks, dreams or hallucinations. 

F ilm-craft: Zellar also won the best-adapted screenplay Oscar 
for The Father, which he adapted from his highly acclaimed 
play of the same name. Again, this is no surprise. Exploring 

the world through the eyes of the increasingly confused 
dementia sufferer, involves us in a shared confusion. Zellar uses 
subtle, almost imperceptible changes, to create Anthony’s 
changing world – one moment the kitchen tiles are shades of 
brown and orange, the next they are blue. Are we in the same 
kitchen? Are we in the same apartment? One moment his 
daughter is clearly played by Colman, then a different actor 
enters the scene as Anne. Anthony is suspicious – and so are we, 
as we try to work out who is this woman? Something isn’t right…
he knows it, and so do we.  The film is clever, discombobulating, 
and with disturbingly sinister elements. It’s a masterclass of 



filming and the use of setting to undermine meaning and create 
uncertainty. 

C ast: Anthony Hopkins and Olivia Colman are both 
outstanding as the film’s two main characters, Anthony and 
his daughter, Anne. It is Hopkins though, in his depiction of 
an old man plagued and tormented by dementia, who 

ultimately carries the drama. Flirting with his new caregiver one 
moment, then cuttingly cruel to his daughter the next, his 
emotional range is remarkable. He is absolutely at the top of his 
game in this film, and it unsurprising that he was successful as 
best actor in the Oscars earlier this week. 

P ersonal Comments: This is a brilliant film. It is 
heartbreaking, but curiously not depressing. Rather, it’s an 
exploration of family dynamics presented through fractured 

storytelling that remains with you long after you leave the 
theatre. 



GIRI/HAJI - DUTY/SHAME  

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Detective drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix 

  

S toryline: The murder of a Yakuza member’s nephew in his 
London apartment threatens to cause a gang-war in the 
Japanese criminal underworld. The murder weapon is a 
ceremonial Japanese sword and Yuto Mori is implicated in 

the killing. His brother, Kenzo Mori, a dedicated Tokyo-based 
detective, is sent to sort it out before Yakuza retaliation gets out 
of control. Kenzo prefers to investigate incognito, but soon finds 
himself embroiled in a complex set of relationships that create 
risks for his family and the people he cares most about.  

F ilm-craft: Giri/Haji is a BBC and Netflix co-production that 
was first aired in 2019. It is an ambitious cross-cultural, 
bilingual and cross-genre series that defies neat 

characterisation. Ostensibly a procedural crime thriller, in 
Japanese and English, it has elements of a shomin-geki Japanese 
family drama, violent gang fights, along with a number of 
romantic couplings, all mixed together in an intricate plot that is 
serious yet humorous. There is a lot going on in this series with 
its stylish watercolour anime and its choreographed dance scene 
that comes magnificently out of nowhere. Full of twists and turns 
it could have been chaotic, but Joe Barton, who created and 
wrote the series, pulls it all off brilliantly. 



C ast: The series has a sterling cast, all of whom bring 
emotional presence to the roles as fallible characters 
struggle with duty, guilt and shame. The relationship 
between the two brothers, Kenzo played by Takehiro Hira, 

and Yuto played by Yôsuke Kubozuka, rests at the heart of the 
action and both actors are impressive. Scottish actor Kelly 
Macdonald as DC Sarah Weitzmann, is also terrific bringing 
vulnerability and strength to the role. The three generations of 
Japanese women, who end up on a road-trip fleeing the clutches 
of the villainous Yakuza, are memorable. My favourite, though, is 
Will Sharpe as Rodney, the quick-witted gay sex worker. Bringing 
much humour and poignancy to his character, he has some of 
the best lines in the series and carries them off with skill, 
deftness and style. 

P ersonal Comments: Giri/Haji is a unique, absorbing and 
entertaining series, and I am surprised it has not been a 
sensational hit. Perhaps people have been put off by its 

Japanese/Anglo presentation and its extensive use of subtitles. 
But in truth, I’ve never seen anything quite like it. If you can 
cope with its level of violence, it is compellingly original, 
experimental and smart. And for those of you who like to think 
about concepts of global interconnectedness and rippled action, 
its systemic undercurrents may make the series particularly 
appealing. 



(THE) GIRL FROM OSLO  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Drama (feature film)

Availability: Netflix Danish/Israeli with subtitles 

  

S toryline: This is a Danish/Israeli collaboration telling the 
story of a young Danish woman, Pia, who travels to Israel 
and then to Sinai, where she is kidnapped by ISIS 
operatives. Her parents, Alex and Karl, only discover she 

has left the country when they arrive at her apartment with a 
birthday surprise. After a few days of no contact from Pia, Alex 
decides to follow her to Israel where she applies pressure to her 
diplomatic contacts to return her daughter to safety. Alex visits 
Arik, the Israeli Intelligence Minister, with whom she has worked 
closely in the past, particularly on the 1992 Oslo Accords. Back 
home in Denmark, a senior member of ISIS, Abu Salim, is 
imprisoned on terrorism charges. Pia is an ISIS hostage and 
becomes a bargaining chip for a prisoner exchange. Pia’s father, 
Karl, is a senior judge in Denmark, and while Alex works on Pia’s 
release in Israel, he remains in Denmark in the hope of putting 
pressure on the Danish authorities to exchange Abu Salim for his 
daughter. This is nevertheless complicated by the Danish 
government policy of non-negotiation with terrorists. We then 
follow the action in Denmark, Israel and Palestine as they engage 
in the dangers of hostage negotiation. 

F ilm-craft: In this series co-directors Stian Kristiansen and 
Uri Barbash take us across multiple locations in Israel and 
Palestine, providing spectacular desert aerial views and 

wonderful scenes in Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, and Denmark. This is 
a real strength of the series. 



C ast: With the possible exceptions of Anders T. Andersen 
playing Karl and Raida Adon as the enigmatic Layla, both of 
whom provide mature performances, the rest of the cast 
struggle to provide authenticity in their roles. Anneke von 

der Lippe as Pia’s mother Alex is the most irritating. Her reckless 
behaviour along with her excessively melodramatic demeanour 
is completely at odds with her diplomatic background. It’s 
difficult to imagine her successfully negotiating any conflicting 
situation, let alone a peace accord. 

P ersonal Comments: The question of Palestinian statehood 
has been explored in film before, for me most memorably in 
the 2014 series, The Honourable Woman. Unfortunately, The 

Girl from Oslo is nowhere near that calibre. Despite its visual 
authenticity and its fast-paced twists and turns, the plot is 
unlikely and the series overall lacks credibility. If you are after a 
really good hostage series I’d stick with The Honourable Woman. 



GLÓRIA  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Cold War spy drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Portuguese with subtitles 

  

S toryline: Award winning Portuguese director Tiago Guedes 
and creator/script writer Pedro Lopes bring this espionage 
drama to the screen. It is 1968, during the last year of the 
reign of Portugal’s ruthless dictator, António de Oliveira 

Salazar. Russia is about to invade Czechoslovakia, and the US is 
re-transmitting Radio Free Europe propaganda over the Iron 
Curtain from Portugal in an attempt to undermine Russia’s 
military efforts. The headquarters of the independent Sociedade 
Anónima de Rádio Retransmissão, or RARET as it became 
known, was established in Glória do Ribatejo, a small town north 
of Lisbon – hence the title of the series. It soon becomes a centre 
of political subterfuge. Much of the fictional action takes place in 
RARET where Russian, US and Portuguese spies engage in 
undercover activities that are characterised by terrifying 
brutality. Glória uses historical events (see https://
pressroom.rferl.org/a/31477985.html) as an effective backdrop to 
this drama and the series has become a big success for Netflix. 

F ilm-craft: Much of Glória was filmed in the Portuguese 
region of Ribatejo, using the abandoned complex of RARET 
and the surrounding countryside to great effect. And the 

effect is, indeed, spectacular. The cinematography and the 
authentic recreation of Portugal in the 1960s – the cars, the 
buildings, the interior decor, the costumes – makes this series 
visually captivating. RARET is mid-century modern architecture 
at its best. In addition, the storyline does not resile from 

https://pressroom.rferl.org/a/31477985.html
https://pressroom.rferl.org/a/31477985.html
https://pressroom.rferl.org/a/31477985.html
https://pressroom.rferl.org/a/31477985.html


Portugal’s dark domestic, political and colonial histories. 
Salazar’s fascist regime is in full view along with the ruthless 
brutality of its secret police (PIDE), the KGB and the CIA. 

C ast: Miguel Nunes is terrific in the complex role of João 
Videl, the son of the Portuguese Minister and Secretary of 
State. Joãl has been recruited by KGB master spy, Alexander 
Petrovsky, played chillingly by Adriano Luz. When Joãl says 

he doesn’t want to kill innocent people, Petrovsky calmly replies 
that nobody is innocent. Great performances from both actors. 
The CIA agents James Wilson (Matt Rippy) and his wife Anne 
Wilson (Stephanie Vogt) are also unsettlingly impressive, as is the 
nasty Ramiro ( João Pedro Vaz), who epitomises the misogynistic 
values of the time.  

P ersonal Comments: Nobody is as they seem in this series, 
and it makes for a gripping spy drama. It might be a bit of a 
slow-burn at times, and the ending may be a bit 

discombobulating. It is nevertheless seriously intriguing, 
exploring, as it does, a political context that is likely to be 
unfamiliar to many of us. If you like a well-made espionage 
thriller, you will enjoy this one. 



(THE) GREEN KNIGHT 

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐
Categorisation: Medieval drama, feature film

Availability: Prime video

  

S
toryline: David Lowery wrote and directed this new adaptation of 
the medieval poem, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, which was 
written around 1400. Simon Armitage in his wonderful 2007 
translation of the poem suggests it is ‘not only a most brilliant 

example of Middle English poetry but one of the jewels in the crown of 
English Literature’. The poem is great fun to read, especially the 
Armitage translation. The film begins with brief scenes of Gawain, 
nephew to King Arthur, enjoying Christmas Eve pleasures of the flesh at 
a local brothel. In this interpretation, and to his mother’s clear 
frustration, Gawain is a wastrel, showing little sign of knightly prowess 
or virtue. The following day Garwain attends King Arthur’s Christmas 
gathering at Camelot, where unexpectedly he is invited to sit beside his 
uncle and Queen Guinevere. Festivities continue until they are 
interrupted by the arrival of a strange knight on horseback. It is a 
magical sight, and Merlin, the King’s advisor indicates caution. 
Otherworldly and of green hue, both rider and horse are monumental 
in size and presence. The forbidding Green Knight issues a challenge to 
the boldest and most courageous of Arthur’s men – to land a blow upon 
him. The only catch is that in one year hence he must come to the 
Green Chapel where he will receive the same blow in return from the 
Green Knight. There is silence at the round table. Then, at the King’s 
encouragement, Gawain takes up the challenge. With the help of 
Excalibur, the king’s magical sword, he decapitates the Green Knight 
with a single blow, thereby ostensibly putting an end to the matter. 
Except it’s not quite that easy. Just when everyone is celebrating 
Gawain’s success, the headless Green Knight arises and picks up his 
severed sconce – not a bad Christmas party trick. The head then 
speaks, reiterating the bargain that has been struck. They will meet in 
twelve months time when Gawain will be subjected to a comparable 
blow. The Green Knight then rides out of the castle gates, head in hand, 



and laughing maniacally. Time passes, and all too soon Gawain must 
make his way to the Green Chapel and receive the blow that awaits him. 
The film then takes us on dangerous and mystical travels as Gawain, 
somewhat reluctantly, journeys toward his fate. 

F
ilm-craft: This is a beautiful film, with marvellous overhead shots, 
and spectacular visual effects. It’s easy to see the Weta Workshop 
tradecraft here, particularly in the presentation of the Green 

Knight. Resembling a tree, he could easily trace his cinematic 
genealogy to Tolkien’s Treebeard. Rich, dark and brooding, the film 
takes us into a medieval world of the supernatural, the devastating 
fields of battle, and the courtly riches found within castle walls. The 
filming is stunning from start to finish. 

C
ast: The Green Knight has a stellar cast. Dev Patel (the unlikely hero 
of The Personal History of David Copperfield) is brilliant as he gives 
full expression to Gawain’s tumultuous experiences in search of 
the Green Chapel. Sarita Choudhury as his witchy mother, Morgan 

Le Fay, is terrific, along with Sean Harris as Arthur, and Kate Dickie as 
Guinevere. All three bring a sombre presence to the story. By contrast, 
Alicia Vikander is wonderfully versatile playing two lively characters, 
first Gawain’s lover who is paid for her services, and later the a noble 
lady who tempts Gawain while her husband is away hunting. Her 
existential soliloquy about the enduring  power of nature and the 
vulnerability of humankind is impressive. 

P
ersonal Comments: I have been waiting patiently to see this film 
since its completion earlier this year, and I’d have to say, it’s been 
worth the wait. No doubt there will be debate about the film’s 

fidelity to the original poem. The Green Knight is faithful to critical 
elements of the poem, but Lowery certainly borrows from other 
legends of the time, and his characterisation of Gawain is unequivocally 
more complex than the poem’s honourable knight. This makes for a 
very good film indeed – definitely true to the period, yet resonating 
with contemporary issues in compelling ways. It has layers of depth 
that will make you want to see it more than once. And if you want to 
read a really wonderful translation, Simon Armitage’s is one of the best. 



GUILLERMO DEL TORO’S PINOCCHIO 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Musical Gothic Animation (feature film)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: Directed by Guillermo del Toro, the film is a 
reimagined and restaged interpretation of Carlo Collodi’s 
classic children’s fantasy novel, The  Adventures of Pinocchio. 
There have been many previous adaptations, but none quite 

so dark and metaphysical as this one. Mostly set in Italy during 
the time of Mussolini’s fascist regime, the story begins with 
Geppetto, an woodcarver, who is restoring a crucifixion in his 
local church. His son Carlo is with him and just as they are 
leaving, Carlo returns to the church to retrieve the prized 
pinecone that he has left behind. Shockingly, a stray bomb falls 
on the church killing Carlo. Geppetto is grief-stricken, and 
descends into years of drunkenness as he mourns the loss of his 
son. Then, in an angry and intoxicated state, he carelessly carves 
a marionette which becomes Pinocchio. Soon the rough hewn 
and petulant Pinocchio is noticed by the Podestà, a sinister 
officer in the fascist regime, who sees him as a free thinker, but 
not in a good way. He is then discovered by Count Volpe, a 
charlatan who tempts Pinocchio from Geppetto’s care and 
exploits him in his travelling circus.        

F ilm-craft: This is a spectacular production. Filmed in stop-
motion, it is amazingly detailed and beautifully animated. 
This, and the minacious brilliance of del Toro’s 

interpretation, makes the film a bold and ambitious retelling of 
the Pinocchio story. Mostly more dark than delightful, I would 
have preferred more of a sting in the final scenes, which tend 



toward sentimentality, albeit with an existential flavour. On the 
other hand, it is a children’s fantasy story, so maybe that is too 
great an expectation. Classified as a musical, the songs could 
have been more experimental. 

C ast: The real stars of this production would have to be the 
team of animators who have worked to bring this truly 
exceptional production together. The film also has a sterling 
voice cast. David Bradley brings a warm and gentle presence 

to Geppetto’s character, and the young Gregory Mann is terrific 
playing the Italian equivalent of an enfant terrible with full-blown 
ADHD. Tilda Swinton brings her mellifluous voice to the wood 
sprite, and the decision to cast Cate Blanchett as Spazzatura, the 
shrieking wordless monkey, speaks volumes about the weirdness 
of the film overall. Regardless, Blanchett is impressive without 
having to say a word. 

P ersonal Comments: Like many other adaptations, del 
Toro’s Pinocchio engages with notions of  love and what it 
means to be human, but that is not the major focus. This 

interpretation is explicitly about death, loss and grief, the 
brutality of war, and the insidious influence of fascism. There are 
chilling scenes of children and young people being recruited into 
Mussolini’s fascist youth army as they are herded off to training 
camps. The Catholic Church is also satirised, with the local priest 
performing stiff-arm salutes in deference to the Podestà. And on 
top of all this, there are layers of fantasy, some grotesque, others 
mystical. There is awful lot going on in this film, and it’s 
probably  unsurprising that it loses coherence here and there. 
But if you liked Annette, and rich gothic with more than a touch 
of the bizarre, you may well like this one. On the other hand, if 
you are looking for something to watch with the kids this 
Christmas, this is probably not the one. Instead I suggest you try 
the Wallace and Gromit-styled Shaun the Sheep: The Flight Before 
Christmas, which is also on Netflix. Now that’s thirty minutes of 
unfettered fun. 



GUILT 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Drama (miniseries)

Availability: Prime Video

  

S toryline: Written by Neil Forsyth and directed by Robert 
McKillop, Guilt was released in 2019 by BBC Scotland. It’s a 
story about two Scottish brothers who are involved in an 
accident on the way home from a family wedding. The older 

brother is Max, a successful lawyer with a big house, flashy car 
and stylish city office. The younger brother, Jake is a would-have-
been rock star, if things had only gone differently. He now sells 
vinyl records in his Edinburgh shop, although it’s deadly quiet 
and we never see a customer. The brothers are completely 
different types of people who really don’t like each other. But a 
tragic accident throws them together, joining them in guilt, and 
they find themselves getting deeper and deeper into a muddy 
swamp of lies and deception.   

F ilm-craft: Generally the drama is set in Edinburgh, and the 
leafy suburb of Leith where Jake’s shop is situated. We don’t 
see any of the grittiness of Glaswegian drama. Here we see a 

more genteel setting, with an occasional trip to seedier 
locations where much of the gangster activities take place. We 
spend more of our time in the homes of the characters. This 
clever connection between people and place strengthens our 
relationships with them. We want them to do OK, in part because 
we get to know them so well. We start to care about them. It 
helps that the writing is brilliant. The photography is also great, 
as is the soundtrack.     



C ast: Everyone does well in this series.  But the wonderful 
standout is Mark Bonner as Max. Cunning, with a stare that 
magnificently displays his power and powerlessness, 
frustration and helplessness in the face of rising tension and 

imminent disaster.  Jake, played by Jamie Sivers, is also 
outstanding and is a perfect counter to the successful Max. Jake 
is a scruffy, likeable musical type, rather on the the naïve side, 
but with a sharper moral compass than his brother. The 
interplay between these two characters as they disagree about 
the way forward humorously drives the action. Ellie Haddington 
as Sheila, a neighbour who observes everything, is wonderfully 
fearsome. 

P ersonal Comments: As you will gather from my review so 
far, I think this is a terrific series. It is full of black humour at 
its best, and everyone has guilty secrets. A massive amount 

gets done in only four episodes – it starts with a bang and it 
keeps you on tenterhooks until the final scene. If you liked 
Breaking Bad, I think you will like this. 



(THE) GULF 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Crime drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: This joint New Zealand/German detective series 
was released in 2019 and spent some time on TV-on-demand 
in New Zealand before migrating to Netflix. The drama 
begins when Jess, the main character, and her husband Alex 

have a dreadful car accident one stormy night. She survives, but 
he does not.  Clearly injured and with memory loss, Jess 
struggles to work out what happened that night. Slowly, across 
the six episodes, she recovers her memory while going about the 
business of solving crimes on New Zealand’s Waiheke Island – 
and consuming large quantities of heavy duty painkillers. First, 
one of her old cases re-emerges, the disappearance and 
presumed death of a young boy on the island. Then other 
investigations take her deeper and deeper into the underworld 
of crime. 

F ilm-craft: The drama is set on the idyllic Waiheke Island, the 
second-largest island in the Hauraki Gulf – hence the title of 
the series. Although it’s New Zealand’s most densely 

populated island, you wouldn’t know it from this production. 
Waiheke is presented as an insular village with all the small town 
characteristics that we have come to expect from detective 
stories across the world – a somewhat resentful constabulary 
suddenly being critically overseen by city police, and a small 
community of people with secrets that they prefer to hide. There 
are some great shots of the island, and they make a fine job of 
photographing it.  The screenplay is heavy-handed at times and 
you have to suspend disbelief, more than occasionally. At other 
times though it’s forceful, for example when a local Māori is 



killed and as his body is moved from the death scene his tribe 
perform a haka to powerful effect. 

C ast: The cast is competent overall, although you have to get 
past the first episode when there is too much shouting and 
emotional overacting. But then it settles down and Kate 
Elliot, playing DSS Jess Savage, does a good job looking 

fragile, fraught and difficult, particularly in the scenes with her 
daughter Ruby, also played well by Timmie Cameron. Ido Drent 
plays an ambitious Justin Harding the junior detective, a 
character with his own murky background, and Jeffrey Thomas 
plays the equally murky Doug, Jess’s old boss. There is a lovely 
example of relaxed and confident film-making when Doug and 
Jess chat casually together, both leaning on the bonnet of a car, 
while he eats his ice cream cone. Alison Bruce is understatedly 
terrific as the local sergeant in charge, Denise Abernathy, as is 
Pana Hema Taylor as the young constable. 

P ersonal Comments: This is a pretty solid series that 
generally conforms to a well recognisable crime detective 
series formula. So it’s a bit short on originality, and the 

ending would also have benefited from extra thought. But it 
does have a few surprises, and it’s good to see a kiwi series 
gaining a wider Netflix audience. 



HERSELF 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  + ½   

Categorisation: Drama (feature film) 

Availability: Apple TV, YouTube

  

S toryline: English director Phyllida Lloyd created this 
Dublin-based film about a woman escaping domestic 
violence. It is a road well travelled by many women who 
find themselves looking after children alone, often plunged 

into homelessness without the resources needed to support their 
children. Sandra, the film’s main character, is no exception, as 
she flees from her violent husband with her two little girls, 
Emma and Molly. Soon she finds herself accommodated in a 
back room in an airport hotel, trying to juggle two jobs – serving 
behind the bar in a local pub, and cleaning for a GP with an 
injured hip. While domestic violence is a key theme in the film, 
this is a story of resilience and strength as Sandra confronts 
adversity and starts to build a small house, and a new life for 
herself and her two girls.   a compelling tale of jealousy, 
exploitation and destruction. 

F ilm-craft: Whether Lloyd intended to film on the shadiest of 
Dublin days, it certainly brings a darker ambiance to the 
movie. Intentional, or by necessity, it contrasts nicely with 

some of the brighter scenes later in the film as Sandra looks 
around her new home – we get a rare glimpse of sunshine with 
dappled greenery – all signs of hope. While there is good use of 
silence in the film, on the night we saw the film the the sound 
quality was poor. This made the strong Irish accents difficult to 
follow, and particularly so with the children who are quietly 
spoken. I was sorry to miss some of the dialogue because of this, 
although the expressiveness of the actors filled in many of the 
gaps. 



C ast: In Lloyd’s earlier films she has generally engaged big 
stars, for example, Meryl Streep and Colin Firth in Mama 
Mia, and Streep again, along with Jim Broadbent and Olivia 
Coleman in The Iron Lady. With the exception of veteran 

actor, Harriet Walters playing Peggy, the GP who befriends 
Sandra, Herself brings together lesser known actors. Clare Dunn, 
better recognised for her stage performances, is exceptional in 
the lead. She brings a remarkable emotional depth to the role. 
Sandra’s hand, damaged by her violent husband is a constant 
reminder of her harrowing experiences. Ian Lloyd Anderson is 
also effectively menacing as her violent husband, Gary, and 
indeed all the other supporting actors do well. Sandra’s two 
daughters, played by Ruby Rose O’Hara and Molly McCann, are 
compelling in their roles. Their screen relationship with their 
mum is a real strength of the film. 

P ersonal Comments: Perhaps not surprisingly, there is a 
familiarity about Herself as Lloyd traverses the dangers and 
consequences for women and children exposed to domestic 

violence. A number of reviews  have suggested similarities with 
other films where vulnerable people confront unhelpful and 
immovable bureaucracies, in particular, Ken Loach’s I, Daniel 
Blake. Lloyd’s lighter touch in exploring the individual and the 
institution is nevertheless more nuanced, and ultimately more 
effective than Loach’s heavy-handed, stereotypical depictions of 
the bureaucracy. But while there are some powerful and moving 
scenes in Herself, there are also gaps in the story. How and why 
people came to support Sandra to build her house is handled 
sketchily, and as a consequence the film misses opportunities to 
explore the centrality of creating friendships in the context of 
human vulnerability, pride, and the shame of having to ask for 
help. 



HUGO 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Period drama (feature film)

Availability: Netflix, Prime Video

  

S toryline: Director Martin Scorsese’s 2011 film Hugo is based 
on Brian Selznick’s 2007 book, The Invention of Hugo Cabret. 
Both are quite extraordinary. Set in Paris in the early 1930s, 
the film follows the adventures of Hugo, a young boy whose 

father dies leaving him alone to fend for himself. His uncle is a 
drunkard who keeps the clocks working at Montparnasse railway 
station. Rescuing Hugo, he takes him back to where he lives, a 
hidden place behind the station’s massive clock face. There, 
while drinking himself into oblivion, he teaches Hugo how to 
keep good time and maintain the clocks. Hugo has inherited a 
talent for fixing things from his father, and when his uncle fails to 
return to the station one day, he takes over the job. Living 
secretly behind the clock he observes busy Parisian life below. 
Having no means of support Hugo gets by stealing food from the 
station carts and cafés. He evades the grasp of Inspector Gustav 
Dasté of the station police, who is determined to catch itinerant 
children and bundle them off to the local orphanage. But Hugo’s 
precarious existence is only part of this complex story. It is also 
an adventure to discover the origins of cinema, and soon Hugo is 
drawn into the magical lives of the people who created the 
world’s first moving pictures. 



F ilm-craft: Hugo is a joyful film with a most spectacular 
opening scene that takes us on an aero-gliding journey 
across snow-dusted Paris, and then descends into the inner 

workings of the Montparnasse station. In a masterclass of 
filmmaking, the camerawork is thrilling as it accelerates toward a 
pair of eyes that peek out from behind the face of the platform 
clock. It’s Hugo watching the people of the station begin their 
day. Rich and beautifully filmed, each frame is a visual theatrical 
treat. While the first half of the film is based on Hugo’s story, as 
the plot develops the focus changes and Scorsese tells us the 
story of the origins of filmmaking – the Lumière brothers who 
put on the first show in 1895, and Georges Méliès who saw the 
show and was inspired to become one of the most prolific and 
famous filmmakers of the time. 

C ast: Asa Butterfield is cast as Hugo, but it’s his friend 
Isabelle, played by Chloë Grace Moretz who delightfully 
steals the scenes. Ben Kingsley puts in a good performance 
as the toy merchant who variously challenges and supports 

Hugo, but it’s Sacha Baron Cohen who shines. His portrayal  as 
the awkward Inspector Gustav Dasté provides a good deal of the 
fun, momentum and even a bit of romance in the film. 

P ersonal Comments: This time last year, I searched for the 
least worst Christmas film I could find to celebrate the 
season. In the end I went for the shortest. This year, instead, 

I chose an enchanting film that families would enjoy at this 
time of year. Hugo is a tribute to early filmmakers who used the 
rudimentary technology that was available to them to entrance 
audiences and who went on to establish the movie industry. If 
you are a film aficionado you will love it. 



HUNTED 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  + ½ 

Categorisation: Spy thriller (miniseries) 

Availability: Acorn

  

S toryline: Frank Spotnitz (The Ex-Files) creates this 2012 spy 
series. Sam Hunter is the top Operative (we used to call 
them agents) for Byzantium, the commercialised espionage 
firm used by multi-nationals to further their corrupt 

commercial ends. Byzantium’s clients are cloaked in secrecy. 
Even the Byzantium team don’t know whom they work for. The 
series starts in Tangier with Sam undertaking a daring rescue. 
There are plenty of James Bond-type scenes as she fights her way 
out of trouble. In fact, throughout the series Sam fights her way 
out of lots of trouble, often making short work of villains three 
times her size – and often overcoming six strapping assailants at 
once (I might be exaggerating here…but not much). Like many 
protagonists these days, Sam copes with her own demons. Her 
backstory makes her vulnerable, and also drives the action 
through flashbacks, as she investigates her tragic past. After the 
fracas in Tangier, the action moves to London, where Byzantium 
has its headquarters, and where we meet the rest of the team. 
Like the Bond films, Hunted has its fair share of sex and violence. 
There are lots of syringes being plunged into eyeballs, that kind 
of thing, and Sam uses sex to charm her way into the inner 
workings of the criminal underworld. 

F ilm-craft: The cinematography is the strength of the series. 
It takes us from Tangiers to London, and inside some 
beautiful places – for example London’s National Gallery on 

Trafalgar Square. The floor-to-ceiling glass windows of 
Byzantium’s office complex looks out onto spectacular sights of 



the inner city, and we also get to see some of the beauties of 
Scotland as Sam regains her equilibrium in between operations. 
The filming is terrific, and often quite beautiful. 

C ast: With the exception of a couple of characters, the acting 
in this series is pretty mediocre. Stephen Dilane who plays 
Byzantium boss Rupert Keel, creates a most chilling 
character, helped along with some of the best lines – ‘of all 

the infinite variables of chaos that I pondered this morning, the 
one that never crossed my mind was that you’d be standing in 
front of me’. The always impressive Patrick Malahide plays the 
truly evil patriarch, Jack Turner, bringing a good deal of malice 
to the role. But Melissa George as Sam Hunter and Adam Rayner 
as Aiden Marsh, her minder and sometime love interest, are both 
let down by the poor script. They have to rely on the action 
scenes to redeem them. I must say, I found it difficult to see past 
George’s permanent pout (I think it has something to do with her 
top lip). She is always either pouting or fighting. Even with the 
flashbacks to her past, it must be hard for an actor to develop 
character under these circumstances. 

P ersonal Comments: Apparently this series has been hugely 
popular with viewers, although no second series has been 
made, nor foreshadowed. There are some interesting things 

happening in Hunted – the gender-disrupted rent-a spy idea is 
novel, and it’s fun to see a female Bond character who is every 
bit as acrobatically ridiculous as the original. But the writing 
really isn’t good enough, and there is little in the plot that holds 
up to scrutiny. But if you like an action-packed series, Bondesque 
but not as good, then this one is entertaining enough.    



INVENTING ANNA  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Docudrama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: In 2018, the journalist Jessica Pressler wrote an 
article for the magazine, New York, exposing Anna Sorokin, 
the Russian-born German conwoman who duped America’s 
rich and famous into financially supporting her extravagant 

lifestyle and her entrepreneurial dreams. It caused a sensation, 
particularly given it exposed the superficiality of celebrity 
culture and the gullibility of people whose lives are obsessively 
driven by it. Inventing Anna, created by Shonda Rhimes, tells the 
story of Anna Delvey (Sorokin’s pseudonym), her deceptions in 
New York, the people she deceived, and the consequences she 
faced. 

F ilm-craft: Largely filmed in New York, Inventing Anna shows 
us some of the city’s famous sights including external shots 
of the wonderful 281 Park Ave, the building Delvey wanted 

for her new art club. Opulent scenes of New York restaurants 
and hotels feature prominently, and scenes were also filmed on 
location in Morocco and Germany. As such the film is a visual 
feast. It makes no secret of the fact that it uses of both factual 
and fictionalised elements to tell the story. Many of Anna’s 
activities in the film are factual, but other elements are fictional, 
for example, much of the journalist’s story (and indeed, aspects 
of the defence attorney’s story). Sometimes this works, but often 
it strikes a wrong chord. 



C ast: In general Inventing Anna has a very good cast who do 
what they can with a misguided script. With the possible 
exception of Neff Davis, played by Alexis Floyd, none of the 
characters are very likeable, which then makes the film hard 

to like. The socialites are stereotypically superficial in the 
extreme, and invariably the actors communicate this 
wholeheartedly, which in itself has some entertainment value. 
Julia Garner, as Anna, plays her character’s delusions and 
vulnerabilities to perfection, despite her affected and very 
peculiar accent. Laverne Cox as Anna’s personal trainer is also 
very good, as is Anna’s friend Rachel, played by Katie Lowes, and 
Arian Moayed as Todd Spodek, her defence attorney. By 
contrast, Anna Chomsky is terrible as Vivian Kent, the journalist 
who breaks Anna’s story in the film. She is undoubtedly poorly 
treated by the script, but her mannerisms are also excruciatingly 
miscast. 

P ersonal Comments: There are, in fact, two stories being 
told in Inventing Anna, one relating to Anna Delvey, and the 
other relating to the journalist, Vivian Kent. The focus on 

Kent undermines the fascinating story of the fake German 
heiress. As such, despite the length of the series (an almost 
unendurable nine episodes – too long by far) we never fully 
understand why people were so keen to believe her, or how the 
desperate need for recognition, fame and fortune created Anna’s 
criminal persona. Ultimately, it’s is all about money, and the 
impact that money has on people. In this regard there is a 
curious irony in Inventing Anna. Apparently Netflix paid Sorokin 
for her story, more than the amount she stole. And the series is 
the most successful for Netflix this year.    



(THE) IPCRESS FILE 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Spy drama (miniseries)

Availability: Acorn

  

S toryline: The IPCRESS File is a six-part ITV series inspired 
by Len Deighton’s 1962 spy thriller of the same name. Harry 
Palmer, who was named and made famous by Michael Caine 
in the classic 1960s film adaptation of the book, sells 

contraband over the Iron Curtain. He gets caught, and is thrown 
into a military jail. Concurrently Professor Dawson, a British 
atomic scientist, is abducted in Berlin, whereupon Major Dalby, 
head of the secretive British intelligence service, decides that 
Harry is just the bloke they need to find him. The stakes are high. 
Dawson is essential to the development of Britain’s nuclear 
weaponry. Working-class Harry is smart, street savvy, and 
ultimately dispensable. Jean Courtney, an experienced British 
agent, has the job of preparing Harry for what turns out to be a 
highly perilous Cold War mission. Soon Harry finds himself 
alone, where nothing is as it seems and there is no one to trust.   
  

F ilm-craft: Award winning director, James Watkins 
saturatesThe IPCRESS File in retro style. The interiors, the 
vintage cars, and Jean’s clothes are magnificent. The series is 

worth watching for these visuals alone. Filmed on location in 
Liverpool and Croatia, the series effectively transforms both 
places into 1960s London and Berlin respectively. It is 
impressively done. 



C ast: The cast is also impressive. Joe Cole stars as Harry. 
Initially he comes across as too baby-faced for the role, but 
as the series unfolds he really comes into his own as he 
portrays a character who is brave and funny, frightened and 

tortured. Lucy Boynton is spectacular as Jean. Cool, calm and 
brutally competent, she plays the sophisticated upper class spy 
to perfection. So perfect in fact, she ends up stealing every 
scene. Tom Hollander is also terrific as Major Dalby. He has some 
of the best sardonic lines in the series, and plays them with an 
equally cool brilliance. Everyone else does well too. Watch out 
for Anastasia Hille as Alice, one of Dalby’s more experienced 
agents. She keeps a loaded revolver in her desk drawer which 
enables her to hold things together when the organisational 
wheels start falling off. 

P ersonal Comments: The IPCRESS File is entertainingly 
stylish and a damned good retro romp. At the same time it 
manages to tackle some of Britain’s deeply imbedded class 

politics. Bondesque, but with a touch more realism, it is 
amusing without being too silly. It will appeal if you like a good 
tongue-in-cheek spy story that is also a lot of fun. 



KAREN PIRIE  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Police drama (miniseries)

Availability: Acorn, Britbox

  

S toryline: In this new three-part series, Emer Kenny brings 
Val McDermid’s bestselling novel, The Distant Echo, to the 
screen for ITV. It tells the story of the unsolved murder of a 
nineteen-year old barmaid, Rosie Duff. It’s 1996, in the 

Scottish university town of St Andrews, and three students 
become murder suspects. But the police have insufficient 
evidence to bring charges. Fast forward twenty-five years, and a 
young woman seeking justice for Rosie, and fame for herself, 
starts producing a daily podcast berating the police and accusing 
them of incompetency and inaction. Under pressure to reopen 
the case, senior police appoint Karen Pirie, a young detective 
with attitude, to undertake a review. But she has a good deal 
more attitude than they expected, and as she delves into Rosie’s 
death Pirie exposes sexist and racist attitudes that undermined 
the original investigation, and continue to thwart her efforts to 
find Rosie’s killer. 

F ilm-craft: Kenny not only produces Karen Pirie, she wrote 
the screenplay and played the role of  Karen’s millennial 
friend and flatmate, River Wilde. It’s a very nice, and funny 

female friendship that grounds the drama and gives 
opportunities for much of the humour in the series. The 
cinematography is terrific, moving seamlessly across the two 
timeframes. Filmed on location in Scotland we get to see great 
scenes of St Andrews, such as its cathedral and university, and 
also further afield, as the investigation stretches to Loch Lomond 



and its environs. The casting also deserves a mention, and in 
particular the three young university students in 1996, played 
later by mature actors playing their older selves. The familial 
similarities are so strong and the actors are so well matched you 
would swear that they had grown up between timeframes. 

C ast: Karen Pirie has a great cast. Lauren Lyle is terrific in the 
lead as DS Karen Pirie. Feisty and funny, she takes us 
through all the disappointments, frustrations, and 
excitement of policing. The working relationship between 

Pirie and her offsider, DC Jason Murray (played by Chris Jenks), is 
interesting and entertaining, and both actors bring both 
lightness and depth to the roles. Their partnership provides 
enduring potential for any future series. 

P ersonal Comments: This is a gripping series, with a great 
screenplay, and a good tight plot. Pirie’s romantic interest 
isn’t a major strength of the series, but it is refreshing to 

enjoy a good crime show where the detective is free from the 
multifarious character flaws that so often beset contemporary 
police dramas.   



KEEPING FAITH 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  + ½

Categorisation: Thriller (miniseries)

Availability: Acorn

  

S toryline: Created and written by Welsh BAFTA winner 
Matthew Hall, and directed by Pip Broughton, Keeping Faith 
has been a huge success for BBC Wales. The series begins by 
introducing us to the Howell family – Faith, her husband 

Evan, and their three young children, Alys, Megan and baby 
Rhodri. Faith and Evan are solicitors in a legal firm that was 
established by Evan’s father, Tom, who recently retired. Faith is 
on maternity leave, and Evan is holding the fort – at least he was 
until he disappears one Wednesday morning, leaving Faith to 
look after the children and manage the firm. Soon it’s clear that 
the firm is in trouble, and on top of that, the police suspect Faith 
of murder. They have no evidence, but that doesn’t seem to stop 
DI Williams who is hell-bent on arresting her. Over a period of a 
week, Faith experiences a deepening sense of loss and 
bewilderment, as well as increasing danger as she becomes 
involved in the murky underbelly of crime and corruption in the 
small Welsh town. compelling tale of jealousy, exploitation and 
destruction. 

F ilm-craft: The cinematography is quite beautiful in Keeping 
Faith. Filmed in Carmarthenshire it introduces us to the 
fictional small town of Abercorran. The series makes the 

most of the lovely Welsh scenery – fabulous seascapes with 
dramatic cliff faces, beautiful pastoral scenes, misty wetlands, 
and a quaint village with its own castle. Its beauty and serenity 
serves to camouflage the dark underbelly of small-town life. 



Throughout the series we also get to know the hauntingly 
beautiful ballad played throughout the series, Faith’s Song, 
performed by Amy Wadge, a Grammy Award-winning singer-
songwriter. 

C ast: Keeping Faith is a drama that was filmed twice, first in 
the Welsh language, and then in English. The leading actor, 
Eve Myles, learned Welsh to play the part. This is impressive 
in itself, but then we get to watch Myles in the lead role of 

Faith Howells, and she is absolutely outstanding. She fills the 
screen with raw emotion and a physical presence, and it is not 
surprising that she was awarded a BAFTA for the performance. 
While the acting from this stellar cast overall is terrific, unusually 
the men occupy the ‘borderlands’ while the series is clearly 
driven by the female characters. We see good women, bad 
women, funny women and downright nasty women. And they 
are all tremendous. My favourite is Cerys, Faith’s legal partner, 
played by the Welsh actor Hannah Daniel. She is a veritable 
powerhouse as she tries to maintain a semblance of order in the 
family firm. Faith’s three children also deserve a mention. The 
two older children are delightful and expressive, playing their 
roles with remarkable poignancy.   

P ersonal Comments: This is a gripping drama from start to 
finish. It won three BAFTA Cymru awards – best writer, best 
composer and best actress. It is a quality series, and it 

shows. The series ends in a cliff-hanger, and it’s not surprising 
that the second series is now being streamed, and a third is on 
the way. It isn’t perfect. There are gaps in credibility, and there 
are weaknesses in the plot that leave you wondering who owes 
what to whom and why. But it’s full of twists and turns and it will 
keep you on tenterhooks for the full eight episodes. 



KORORĀ 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Documentary (feature film)

Availability: Radio New Zealand

https://www.rnz.co.nz/programmes/korora-little-blue-penguin/story/
2018815923/documentary-korora-little-blue-penguin

  

S toryline: Aotearoa has a unique form of biodiversity with 
birds that are vulnerable to attacks from introduced 
mammals – rats, stoats, possums and other predators that 
are having a devastating impact on New Zealand’s wildlife. 

This half hour documentary is about the perilous existence of 
the koroā, New Zealand’s little blue penguin, and the inspiring 
people who work tirelessly to protect them in Horomaka Banks 
Peninsula. While Flea Bay locals, Shireen and Francis Helps, 
have been working to support the penguins for decades and 
advancing their conservation work through the Pohatu Penguins 
business, it was the recent decision to replicate the 2001-02 
Department of Conservation ground survey that brought the 
local community together in an ambitious and quite remarkable 
conservation effort that is captured in this uplifting short film. 

F ilm-craft: Not surprisingly given the film’s location in the 
beautiful Horomaka, the scenery is spectacular. And of 
course, the penguins are seriously cute, despite the fact that 

they smell terrible, bite, and defecate everywhere. But the film 

https://www.rnz.co.nz/programmes/korora-little-blue-penguin/story/2018815923/documentary-korora-little-blue-penguin
https://www.rnz.co.nz/programmes/korora-little-blue-penguin/story/2018815923/documentary-korora-little-blue-penguin


illustrates they have won the hearts of the volunteer army and, I 
expect, the hearts of people who get to see this film. 

C ast: It is impossible not to warm to everyone as they go 
about the business of protecting the penguins. Their 
enthusiasm is infectious, and the joy they experience when 
trapping rodents is compelling, it almost makes you want to 

get out there and volunteer. But it is Averil Parthonnaud who 
steals the show, as she mobilises people – school children, 
volunteers, professionals…even Kevin her husband (Manager of 
Pohatu Penguins). Everyone is engaged by her tremendous drive 
and passion. 

P ersonal Comments: Kororā is the second short 
documentary to emerge from conservation efforts in 
Horomaka. Last year the equally inspiring short film, Fools 

and Dreamers, showcased the wonderful work of Hugh Wilson 
at the Hinewai nature reserve (see https://youtu.be/
3VZSJKbzyMc). New Zealand has a bold vision to make Aotearoa 
predator-free by 2050, and is putting serious resources into the 
eradication of these lethal pests. But it is the leadership efforts of 
people like Averil, Kevin, Shireen, Francis and Hugh – and 
everyone who works alongside them – that ultimately illustrates 
what is possible when people unite to achieve a common aim. 
See this film if you can, and be inspired.    

https://youtu.be/3VZSJKbzyMc
https://youtu.be/3VZSJKbzyMc
https://youtu.be/3VZSJKbzyMc
https://youtu.be/3VZSJKbzyMc


LAMB 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Supernatural drama (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV, Arovision, Icelandic subtitled 

  

S toryline: This strange film starts with eerie Icelandic scenes 
of an isolated farm. The snow-capped mountains are 
beautiful, but the horses are unsettled sensing that there is 
something creepy in their midst. In the barn sheep with 

strange expressions look cautiously about them. Then one of the 
sheep lies exhausted on the wooden floor beside the pen. We 
need to pay attention to these early scenes as it becomes 
increasingly important later on. A childless farming couple go 
about their daily activities in 24 hour daylight. Although it’s 
springtime, the husband, Ingvar, feeds the sheep in the barn as 
there is insufficient grass growing outside. Maria, his wife, looks 
ominously out of the window, also sensing that things are 
somehow out-of-tune. They work together delivering their 
lambs, then one day they deliver a lamb that they connect to in 
an unusual way. This sets the scene for a series of sometimes 
humorous, but mostly disturbing events that change their lives. 

F ilm-craft: The cinematography is beautiful in this film. The 
landscape is spectacular and we get a real sense of the 
rugged existence of life on an isolated Icelandic farm. The 

scenes of farm life are not necessarily for the squeamish, but 
as the couple work together there is an engaging tenderness that 
is a mark of quality filmmaking – often silent, yet believably 
meaningful. 



C ast: There are only three people with significant roles in this 
film – Naomi Rapace playing Maria, Hilmir Snær Gudmason 
playing her husband Ingvar, and Björn Hlynur Haraldsson as 
Pétur, Ingvar’s brother. They are all excellent. Mostly stern 

and serious, they nevertheless bring an expressive presence. 
There is a lovely scene when the three are watching a sporting 
game together on TV – it’s a rare, and funny example of how 
normally stern characters let their hair down. The rest of the 
action involves the animals, and it’s astonishing what insights we 
get from them. Not only the sheep look nervous – the dog and 
the cat do too. There is something rotten in the state of Iceland, 
and they all know it. 

P ersonal Comments: This is a very curious film that is not 
for the faint-hearted. It’s a Nordic fairytale with sinister and 
supernatural elements, and like the original Grimm fairy 

tales, it is very grim indeed. Yet Valdimar Jóhannsson’s 
directorial debut brings us a tender story of loss, childlessness, 
joylessness and happiness, all communicated through relatively 
few words. I suspect this is not a film for everyone, in fact, it may 
be a film for hardly anybody – there were only four of us in the 
cinema the night we decided to give it a try (by comparison, the 
new James Bond film was fully booked). But if you enjoy a 
seriously weird experimental film with a discomforting 
supernatural edge, you may enjoy it. It’s another one of those 
films that lingers long after the credits. 



LIFE AFTER LIFE 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Period drama (miniseries)

Availability: TVNZ, SBS, Britbox

 

S toryline: It’s 1910 and a baby is born to wealthy parents in 
their appealing English country house. But there is a 
snowstorm and only a housemaid is there to help with the 
birth. The child, a daughter, is strangled by the umbilical 

cord around her neck. But then, in a time-looping twist, the baby 
is born again. This time, with the help of a country doctor, she 
lives and is given the name Ursula. We revisit this scene time and 
time again as Ursula grows into an adult, and as she dies 
repeatedly through a series of misadventures, and then is reborn 
each time. While the story may be subtly different in the 
retelling, her infinite chances to make things better in the new 
version of her life provides both hope and distress. 

F ilm-craft: Kate Atkinson’s 2013 novel is ambitious in its 
exploration of life and the ‘what if ’ question in a story of a 
life beginning over again and again. While no doubt assisted 

by Atkinson and Bathsheba Doran’s clever screenplay, John 
Crowley’s screen adaptation might be considered even more 
ambitious. In four one-hour episodes, the series manages, almost 
seamlessly, the life/death/life transitions that are central to the 
complex narrative. The production has the quality stamp of the 
best of BBC. There is great attention paid to authenticity in time 
and place, and once you get the hang of its existential recycling, 
it’s easy to become engaged in this unusual and intriguing 
drama. 



C ast: Life after Life has a excellent cast. The New Zealand 
actor, Thomasin McKenzie, is brilliant as Ursula in 
adulthood. She presents her as an every-woman character, 
understatedly representing the experiences of many women 

whose lives were adversely affected by a particularly turbulent 
period in world history. Sian Clifford is terrific as Ursula’s 
mother, who brings to the fore a range of maternal feelings in the 
face of alternative scenarios. She is nicely supported by James 
McArdle playing Ursula’s father, an endlessly positive character. 
My favourite, perhaps for the lightness she brings in an 
otherwise deeply sad set of stories, is Jessica Brown Findlay 
playing the role of Ursula’s vibrant aunt Izzie. She represents 
independent modern womanhood with aplomb. 

P ersonal Comments: This is a curious series that takes us 
into the world of unknowables. If you like a production that 
provides a neat resolution, I’m afraid you won’t find it in Life 

after Life. Here the mystery of Ursula’s repeated lives is eternal, 
and it’s no coincidence that her kindly psychiatrist quotes 
Nietzsche as he encourages her to embrace fate. What you will 
find though, is an extraordinary take on what might happen if we 
were to be given the chance to re-run our lives. Now that’s 
something to think about. 



(THE) LONG CALL 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Police drama (miniseries)

Availability: TVNZ, SBS, Prime video  

S toryline: Developed by Kelly Jones, The Long Call is a new 
police drama adapted from Ann Cleeves recent novel by the 
same name. Previous adaptations of her crime novels have 
been hugely successful, Vera for example, and Shetland, 

both exceptional in the genre. This time it’s DI Matthew Venn, a 
new character for Cleeves, who returns to his old home town in 
North Devon with his husband Jonathan. It turns out Matthew 
grew up in an Brethren community that a colleague in the police 
calls a ‘cult’. Having been shunned from the community twenty 
years previously, Matthew has some baggage to deal with. In no 
time he is investigating the murder of Simon Walton, an alcoholic 
unemployed man who has been stabbed to death on the beach. 
Simon attended the local  community centre that is run by 
Jonathan – a delightful place – but soon everyone who has had 
anything to do with him and the centre is looking shifty. There 
are secrets in abundance as Matthew and his team begin to 
uncover Simon’s story.   

F ilm-craft: The Long Call was filmed on the spectacular 
coastal area of North Devon, and great use is made of this 
stunning location. There are lots of views out to the ocean as 

Matthew takes his morning swims from their quaint, partly 
renovated beachfront house. There are also charming village 
scenes, and great aerial shots. It’s worth watching just for this. 



C ast: Developed by Kelly Jones,The Long Call is a new police 
drama adapted from Ann Cleeves recent novel by the same 
name. Previous adaptations of her crime novels have been 
hugely successful, Vera for example, and Shetland, both 

exceptional in the genre. This time it’s DI Matthew Venn, a new 
character for Cleeves, who returns to his old home town in North 
Devon with his husband Jonathan. It turns out Matthew grew up 
in an Brethren community that a colleague in the police calls a 
‘cult’. Having been shunned from the community twenty years 
previously, Matthew has some baggage to deal with. In no time 
he is investigating the murder of Simon Walton, an alcoholic 
unemployed man who has been stabbed to death on the beach. 
Simon attended the local  community centre that is run by 
Jonathan – a delightful place – but soon everyone who has had 
anything to do with him and the centre is looking shifty. There 
are secrets in abundance as Matthew and his team begin to 
uncover Simon’s story.    

P ersonal Comments: The series has an impressive pedigree, 
and it’s difficult not to make comparisons with the TV 
adaptations of other novels by Cleeves. But based on this 

first series, The Long Call doesn’t stack up anywhere near Vera 
or Shetland. That said, it does have some unique aspects that give 
it potential. Matthew’s Brethren history provides an interesting 
context. But more interesting still, is seeing a gay man in charge 
of a police investigation. Surprisingly we’ve not seen that before. 
In fact I don’t think I’ve ever seen a gay policeman on TV. It adds 
an important dimension to police drama more generally. In the 
end, whether The Long Call generates an enduring following is 
yet to be seen. But to do so, Matthew will need to become rather 
more engaging, and we’ll need to be able to understand what DC 
Rafferty says. But then, I guess it wouldn’t be the first time we’ve 
needed subtitles in a British production. 



(THE) LOST DAUGHTER 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Psychological drama (feature film)

Availability: Netflix  

S toryline: This exceptional film is a directorial debut by 
actress Maggie Gyllenhaal, who memorably starred in the 
series The Honourable Woman. Based on Elena Ferrante’s 
novel of the same name, The Lost Daughter takes a few 

liberties with the story – it shifts from Italy to Greece and the 
characters are no longer Neapolitan. The main character, Leda, 
is an academic, and a Harvard professor of English Literature, 
who decides to take a working holiday on a small Greek island in 
the Mediterranean. From the start we get a sense of her 
uncertain experiences of travelling alone. Here the Director is 
building an uncomfortable tension that the film impressively 
maintains throughout. Leda is alone on the beach when people 
from a noisy crowd ask her to move to make room for them. To 
their obvious displeasure, Leda aggressively refuses. This 
incident on the beach unfolds into a series of experiences where 
Leda becomes increasingly obsessed with the family, and in 
particular Nina, a young mother who is clearly struggling with 
her daughter. Something is resonating with Leda’s own 
experiences, which we begin to gain oblique insights into 
through a parallel story of her earlier family life. Mother and 
daughter themes intermingle in complex ways and there are 
sometimes alarming results. 

F ilm-craft: The Lost Daughter was filmed on the affluent 
Greek island of Spetses. The film-makers were able to 
commandeer areas of the island, twenty-two kilometres or so 

in circumference, during a covid lockdown. This enabled them 



to move freely about the town, making use of bars, streets and 
buildings that were abandoned by tourists. It results in an 
authentic experience for the actors and a splendidly visual film 
for the audience. Not as popular a tourist destination as some of 
the other Greek islands, I imagine things might change in Spetses 
after this film. I have made a note of it. 

C ast: Olivia Colman is outstanding as Leda. She brings 
extraordinary expression to the character’s emotions, 
drawing us into her complicated relationships and making 
us question the motivations and actions of others. Her 

portrayal of Leda’s manipulative and sometimes excruciating 
behaviour is an acting master class. Jessie Buckley is also 
impressive as the younger Leda, who is trying to complete her 
PhD in the midst of chaotic family life. The vibrant Dakota 
Johnson plays Nina, another young mother who becomes the 
focus of Leda’s obsession on the beach. Dakota effectively 
portrays Nina’s initial fascination with Leda, and then her 
outrage as she discovers Leda’s deceit.  

P ersonal Comments: While the film explores the 
complexities of relationships and the dynamics between 
people, it is nevertheless all about what’s happening inside 

Leda’s head. We are never sure whether she is interpreting her 
relationships accurately – is she paranoid or does she have valid 
concerns about the motivations of others? Is she threatened, or 
is she the obsessive intruder into the lives of others? And how 
does all this relate to her experiences of motherhood competing 
with her academic ambitions? It’s a film that won’t appeal to 
everyone, slow to start with complicated dynamics and a sinister 
atmosphere. Nothing is resolved. The film prefers to remain 
ambiguous and open to interpretation. But for those who like a 
good psychological drama, this one is intriguingly cerebral, 
compelling in its intensity, and breathtaking in its execution. 



LOST ILLUSIONS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Period drama (feature film)

Availability: Prime video, Arovideo, French with subtitles 

S toryline: Lost Illusions is an adaptation of Honoré de 
Balzac’s weighty serial novel Illusions Perdues. It is a 
bildungsroman drama that follows the literary ambitions of 
Lucien de Rubempré, a young poet of modest means, who 

works in his brother-in-law’s printing business in 19th century 
rural France. Lucien begins a passionate affair with Louise de 
Bargeton, a country noblewoman who is unhappily married to a 
rich old man. She passes the time hosting social events where 
she promotes the work of young writers. It is through this 
patronage of the arts that she meets and takes a particular fancy 
to Lucien. She believes him to possess a superior talent, and that 
with her support he will become a great romantic poet. 
Emboldened by the affair, and against advice, she arranges for 
him to accompany her to Paris where she proceeds to introduce 
him into society. Soon, however, she realises the reputational 
dangers of having an unschooled and naive young man as her 
companion, and she cuts him off. Stung by her abandonment, 
and finding himself shunned by the Paris aristocracy, Lucien 
makes the acquaintance of a journalist, Etienne Lousteau, who 
introduces him to the corrupt and cynical world of the Parisian 
Fourth Estate. He finds that in Paris money is the new royalty 
‘and no one wants to chop off its head’. Payment determines 
whether a review of a new book or play will be favourable or not. 
Lucien builds a reputation for writing savage reviews of intense 
cruelty about literary works, also targeting people who have 
slighted him. And he makes a good deal of money as he writes 
them. His increasingly reckless behaviour, spawned by his need 



of fame and recognition, nevertheless begins to threaten all that 
he has gained, and also undermines the livelihood and wellbeing 
of the one person he cares most about.    

F ilm-craft: Directed by Xavier Giannoli, and co-written by 
Giannoli, Jacques Fieschi, and Yves Stravrides, Lost Illusions 
is a tour de force. It won seven Césars in 2022, including best 

film. It’s visually spectacular, with a rich and intelligent script 
that brilliantly adapts Balzac’s complex novel 

C ast: There are a lot of unlikable characters in Lost Illusions, 
and the stellar cast bring out the worst (and occasionally the 
best) in human nature. It’s difficult to single out praise, but 
Benjamin Voison does an excellent job as the infatuated 

Lucien who trades his idealism and literary principles for 
scandal journalism. Vincent Lacoste is terrific as the 
opportunistic but reprehensible Lousteau, who plays an 
important role in Lucien’s downfall. Cecile de France is also 
wonderful as the reserved and beautiful Louise, who finds 
herself increasingly compromised by the the expectations of 
Parisian society.    

P ersonal Comments: Lost Illusions is astonishing in its 
breadth, and is quite brilliant in its execution. It’s a film 
about the prostitution of art and literature within a decaying 

society, where money controls everything, and success or 
failure depends on whether you can pay. Despite the length (it’s 
around two and a half hours), and its ambitious script, it 
manages to hold the audience in its grip as reputations and 
livelihoods are relentlessly sacrificed on the alter of ‘fake news’. 
It has more than a few melodramatic shades of operatic tragedy 
that might have been dispensed with. But as a film that 
interrogates the intellectual fashion of an age, it’s impressive. 



LOVE AND ANARCHY 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Comedy drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Swedish with subtitles 

S toryline: Acclaimed Swedish scriptwriter and Director Lisa 
Langseth created this terrific eight-part comedy series for 
Netflix in 2020. It tells the story of Sofie, a strategic 
consultant who has been brought in by Lund & Lagerstedt, a 

literary publishing house, to help them overcome their 
challenges in moving to a digital platform. It’s Sofie’s job to get 
them onto a more secure financial footing in the increasingly 
competitive publishing market. Sofie is a forty-something 
professional, competent in her work, seemingly happily married 
with children, and coping with the contemporary trials and 
tribulations of balancing family and professional life. But quite 
early on we see a somewhat disconcerting side to Sofie as she 
takes whatever opportunity presents itself to masturbate to porn 
on her cellphone. When she gets caught after hours in the act in 
her office, it sets in place a sequence of increasingly more daring 
acts that have implications for Sofie, her family, and the staff at 
Lund & Lagerstedt. 

F ilm-craft: This series deftly explores notions of personal 
needs, family assumptions, professional pretentiousness, 
and societal expectations. It gets the balance right – it’s never 

too serious, and its  laugh-out-loud scenes that poke fun at 
wokeful elements of the contemporary workplace are 
often hilarious. Filmed in Stockholm, with an occasional drive to 
the country, it certainly shows off the beauty of the city and its 
environs. 



C ast: Love and Anarchy has a great cast, and it is difficult 
singling people out. The vibrant Ida Engvoll, playing Sofie, 
displays a stunning range of states, from confident, to 
restless, to emotionally devastated. Björn Mosten is also 

impressive playing Max, the young IT technician who becomes 
embroiled in the increasingly reckless game of dares with Sofie. 
Björn Kjellman plays the superficial delegating CEO of Lund & 
Lagerstedt with comedic flawlessness. But my favourite is the 
wonderful Reine Brynolfsson playing Friedrich, the publisher 
and advocate of fine literature, who is baffled in the face of the 
fast-changing and increasingly media-focused publishing 
business. Surprisingly Johannes Kuhnke, who can play the role of 
self-centred husband to perfection, doesn’t quite make the 
credible transition from Sofie’s loving partner to controlling 
husband, Johan. We needed to have seen his manipulative side 
earlier on.   

P ersonal Comments: While not as sophisticated in its plot, 
Love and Anarchy has much in common with the hugely 
popular French series, Call My Agent in tackling social and 

media issues. Love and Anarchy takes satirical swipes at 
Swedish stereotypes in which expectations of conformity create 
the suppression of emotions through all kinds of means, but 
mostly therapy and medication. It targets the literary world in all 
its pretentiousness, ridicules the vulgar and ever present threat 
emerging from streaming platforms. It even takes swipes at 
Sweden’s wartime neutrality – all with good humour. If you 
enjoyed Call My Agent,  you will probably like this one. 

NB – since writing this review we’ve watched Love and Anarchy 
series 2. Disappointingly it’s nowhere near as good as series 1, 
losing balance and much of its humorous charm. But at least it’s 
short. Generously, I’d give it 3 stars. 



LUNANA 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Drama (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV, Arovision,  Bhutanese with subtitles

  

S toryline: Bhutanese writer and director, Pawo Choyning 
Dorji brings this gentle drama to the screen. It tells the story 
of a young Bhutanese man, Ugyen, who lives with his 
grandmother in Thimphu, the capital of Bhutan. Ugyen is a 

school teacher, a government job that is highly valued. But 
despite his ‘Gross National Happiness’ teeshirt, he’s not exactly 
happy with his life. Unenthused by his teaching, he wants to 
travel to Australia where he imagines a blossoming singing career 
will bring him fame and fortune. His grandmother is not happy 
about all this, nor is his advisor who tells him that she’s never 
met anyone so unmotivated. She reminds him he still has a year 
of his contract to run, and then promptly despatches him to the 
northern village of Lunana where they need a locum teacher. 
With a population of around fifty, including nine children of 
school age, Lunana is extremely remote, even by Bhutanese 
standards. They have few resources, no internet, barely any 
electricity, and use yak dung to light their fires. The community 
try their best to persuade him to stay, but Lunana the last place 
Ugyen wants to be. 

F ilm-craft: Nothing is rushed in this film. Ugyen’s 
grandmother spins a prayer wheel as she watches TV. Saldon 
sings traditional songs from the hilltop, her voice drifting 

across the village below. Ugyen and his guides walk for three 
days to get to Lunana, the magnificent snow-covered Himalayan 
mountains provide a stunning backdrop, reminding us of the 



smallness of human concerns. There is an unhurried calmness, a 
respectful attention to ritual that captures perfectly the 
centuries-old spiritual customs that underpin Bhutanese life, all 
filmed beautifully by experienced cinematographer, Jigme 
Tenzing. It’s hard to imagine any other approach to filmmaking 
from a country that prioritises happiness over neoliberal market-
driven preferences in its economic and social development. 

C ast: Sherab Dorji is excellent playing Ugyen. He brings 
exactly the right amount of attitude to the role, respectful, 
but with an edge of arrogance. But it’s the children who 
steal the show in this film, and in particular, Pem Zam, the 

class captain. She is one of a number of non-professional actors 
the film engages from the village, and they are all terrific. Pem 
Zam’s lively performance exposes a fresh raw talent that I 
imagine will assure her future in Bhutan’s film industry – if she 
wants it. Kunzang Wangdi is wonderfully serene as Asha, the 
head of the village, and Kelden Lhamo Gurung is delightful as 
Saldon, a singing yak herder from Lunana. 

P ersonal Comments: Bhutan is not particularly well known 
for its filmmaking, but this year Lunana was a surprise 
contender for Best Foreign Feature Film at the Oscar’s. 

Pipped at the post by the Japanese film Drive My Car, Lunana is 
nevertheless a charming, and stunningly beautiful gem of a film. 
I’m a bit disappointed Lunana didn’t win the Oscar. They would 
have been ecstatic…in a very unhurried, Bhutanese sort of way. 



LUPIN 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Crime drama (miniseries) 

Availability: Netflix, French with subtitles

  

S toryline: Babakar is the father of Assane, a first-generation 
French-Senegalese boy living in Paris. He gives his son a 
French novel about a gentleman thief called Lupin. It is part 
of a classic book series that is well known and much loved 

in France. Soon after, Babakar dies in prison having been 
sentenced for the theft of a royal necklace that was once worn by 
Marie Antoinette. Following the theft, nothing is heard of the 
necklace for over twenty years. Assane believes his father was 
framed by his employer, the wealthy and unscrupulous 
Pellegrini. Haunted by the injustice, he becomes obsessed by the 
need to clear his father’s name. His audacious plan to steal the 
recently found royal necklace becomes a key element in this 
mission. Assane, a devotee of Lupin, has become a master of 
deception, closely basing his criminal activities on the antics of 
the fictional character. 

F ilm-craft: Filmed in Paris, we get to see a lot of that 
spectacular city. There are many beautiful buildings used as 
backdrops to the action. We get to see the inside of the 

Louvre, along with many of the spectacular artworks on show. 
We see the Pont des Arts bridge where Assane gives his own son, 
Raoul, a copy of the Lupin book (that Raoul also becomes 
increasingly engaged by). Two hours from Paris, we also see 
Étretat‘s fabulous rock formations projecting out into the ocean. 
The township of Étretat is actually the setting of one of Maurice 
Leblanc’s Lupin stories, and the series takes advantage of this 
connection when Assane takes his son and his estranged wife to 
a Lupin festival that then becomes part of the plot. 



C ast: Omar Sy is clearly the star of the series, and he plays 
Assane Diop brilliantly. Sy is well supported by an excellent 
cast, Ludivine Sagnier, for example, does a fine job playing 
Claire, Assane’s often put-upon wife. While it’s easy to warm 

to the character of Assane it is clear that he’s not exactly reliable 
on the relationship front, but the focus on family gives the series 
emotional heft. 

P ersonal Comments: This French series created by George 
Kay and François Uzan has been a major success for Netflix, 
and early indications suggest it will exceed the ratings of The 

Queen’s Gambit and Bridgerton –  both big hits for Netflix. In 
fact, Lupin is already the most popular foreign language series 
since the hugely successful Spanish series, Money Heist. Kay and 
Uzan keep the tone of Lupin light, whilst also touching on 
serious issues such as corruption, including the control of the 
media by the rich in French society. Despite the overwhelming 
screen presence of Assane, the filmmakers skilfully illustrate 
racial blindspots as the character goes about his criminal 
activities – looked at, but not really seen in the predominantly 
White neighbourhoods of Paris. It’s a clever series, and the heists 
are compelling viewing. Surprisingly, the first series is split into 
two, leaving us in a cliffhanger at half way point. I can’t wait to 
see  the second half when it’s released later this year. 



MADAM BLACK 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Drama (short film)

Availability: New Zealand Film Commission

 (https://ondemand.nzfilm.co.nz/film/madam-black/)

  

S toryline: This short film, directed by New Zealander Ivan 
Barge, was a festival hit when first screened in 2015. It won 
the Director’s Choice award at the Rhode Island 
International Film Festival, the Prix de Public at the 

Clermont Ferrand International Short Film Festival, and also 
won Best Short Film at the 2017 New Zealand Film Awards. Barge 
has said that the film was inspired by a story that was related by 
Kafka’s lover, Dora Diamant, having met a little girl in a park who 
had lost her doll. Similarly, Madam Black tells the charming, if 
somewhat edgy, story of a photographer, a child, and a lost cat. 

F ilm-craft: At eleven minutes long, Matthew Harris’s witty 
screenplay is necessarily succinct and well-paced. And Ivan 
Barge gets the very best out of it. From the first scenes of the 

tired photographer through to its clever ending, he 
impressively merges humour and pathos in tight concentration.   

C ast: Madam Black  brings together a small, quality cast who 
portray everyday life expertly. Yvette Parsons starts us off 
provocatively as the client who hires the photographer to 
capture her best side. She is a hoot. British actor Jethro 

Skinner is perfect in the role of Marcus, the careworn 

https://ondemand.nzfilm.co.nz/film/madam-black/


photographer, who finds himself increasingly embroiled in a 
complicated relationship with Tillly and her cat. Pearl Everard, 
playing the preadolescent Tilly, also deserves a mention, as does 
Rebekah Davies playing Rachel, her mum, whose protective 
instincts come nicely to the fore as Marcus starts turning up 
outside their house. 

P ersonal Comments: You will be reassured to know that no 
animals were hurt during the filming of Madam Black. The 
uneasy subject matter could have gone very wrong for 

Barge. But his nuanced approach manages to engage all kinds 
of human emotion, and in the end it’s a tribute to him that broad 
audiences have so clearly enjoyed the film. I think it’s worth 
every second of its eleven minutes. 



MAGPIE MURDERS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Murder mystery (miniseries) 

Availability: TVNZ, Britbox 

  

S toryline: Successful writer and director Anthony Horowitz 
adapted this six-part series for the small screen based on his 
own 2016 crime novel, Magpie Murders. Tellingly, Horowitz 
first came up with the idea for the book when working on 

the classic series Midsomer Murders in the 1990s, and Magpie 
Murders certainly resonates with its whimsical humour and 
quintessential English settings. It is, nevertheless, a number of 
notches up from the hugely popular earlier series. Directed by 
the experienced Peter Cattaneo, Magpie Murders is a skilful story 
within a story. Alan Conway is a successful murder mystery 
writer whose series of novels follow the investigations of a 1950s 
German detective and refugee, Atticus Pünd. In his eagerly 
awaited novel, Conway takes his revenge on the people in his life 
that he dislikes, writing them cruelly into his fiction. The acerbic 
manuscript is with his publisher, Charles Clover, who gives it to 
Conway’s book editor Susan Ryeland to read. She takes it home, 
only to find it is missing its last crucial chapter. The next day, 
Conway is found dead outside his mansion, and the series 
follows Ryeland as she uses her amateur sleuthing skills to solve 
the riddle of the novelist’s death, and also the mystery of the 
missing chapter. 



F ilm-craft: In this astute series we seamlessly move from one 
story to the other – the contemporary murder of Alan 
Conway, and the 1950s murders in his novel. The people 

Conway despises, and spitefully includes as characters in his 
last work, become suspects in his death. We follow Ryeland, who 
follows Atticus Pünd, who becomes Ryeland’s imaginary friend. 
Actors play roles in both stories, one scene stepping into 
another. This could be confusing, and you do need to pay 
attention, but the whole thing is managed so well we become 
embroiled in both stories and, importantly, the conceits of the 
genre itself. The stylish cinematography captures stunning 
settings with great attention to detail. 

C ast: Lesley Manville is wonderful in the role of Susan 
Ryeland. The spirited actor’s passion and exuberance shine 
through the series as she splendidly embraces the roles of 
book editor and amateur detective. Claire Rushbrook plays 

her sister, one of the people Conway manipulates to get 
intelligence on his characters. Interestingly Manville and 
Rushbrook, also played sisters in the recent series Sherwood. 
There are many fine performances in this quality production. 
Alexandra’s Logothetis does a fine job as Andreas, Susan’s love 
interest. Conleth Hill plays the rich and dislikable Conway to 
perfection, and Tim McMullan is terrific as the enigmatic, wise 
and unruffled Atticus Pünd. 

P ersonal Comments: Magpie Murders is a classic whodunnit 
– quirky and charming with plenty of twists and red 
herrings. There are a few loose trails in the plot, but it 

certainly makes us work on what’s happening as lives parallel 
lives across the two stories and deaths parallel deaths. It will 
undoubtedly appeal to the established Midsomer Murders fan 
base but also to anyone who likes the challenge of a clever and 
stylish detective mystery. Agatha Christie would take her hat off 
to this one.   



MASUM - INNOCENCE  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Crime drama (miniseries) 

Availability: Netflix, Turkish with subtitles 

  

S toryline: Directed by Seren Yüce and adapted from Berkun 
Oya’s stage-play, this Turkish drama was brought to the 
screen in 2017. Yosuf, a hot-headed detective, is obsessed by 
his estranged wife’s new relationship. She has taken their 

daughter and moved in with a new man. Yosuf interferes 
unwisely and inappropriately, creating  problems for everyone, 
including his boss. After several warnings, he is given an 
assignment that takes him from Istanbul to his home village 
where the family of ex-police chief, Cevdet, has experienced a 
tragic loss. Emil, Cevdet’s daughter-in-law, has been killed in a 
car accident. Cevdet’s older son and Yosuf’s childhood friend, 
Taner, was with Emel in the car, but mysteriously his body has 
not been found. The local police have been unable to close the 
case. Whilst working undercover, Yosuf uses his relationship 
with the family to dig deeper into the tragedy. As he does so, 
family secrets are exposed and through a myriad of twists in the 
plot Yosuf examines the complexity of innocence and guilt. 

F ilm-craft: The series is beautifully photographed, cleverly 
capturing visual expressions as the character’s lives unravel. 
If you prefer action to a slow-moving buildup, you might find 

the series frustrating. The soundtrack is also likely to divide 
opinions. Some will find it irritating, others intriguing, but in any 
event, it certainly adds to the tension. The story is told through a 
series of largely unsignalled flashbacks and as a consequence 



time sequences can be confusing. Full attention is required 
otherwise you are likely to lose your way in this one. 

C ast: The performances are excellent in this series. Haluk 
Bilginer is outstanding as the retired police chief, Cevdet. 
His heartfelt portrayal of the loving father, carries the action 
as he tries to keep his family on track and the police at bay. 

Nur Sürer is also very good as the family matriarch, Nermin. Cold 
and distant one minute, she surprises with impassioned emotion 
the next. Okan Yalabik does an amazing job as their younger son, 
Tarik. Plagued by debilitating mental illness, he is haunted by 
grief over the death of his wife Emel. Some of the best scenes 
involve him trying to understand his own behaviour in a life that 
is full of misunderstanding and assumptions. 

P ersonal Comments: Award winning writer and director 
Berkun Oya created the wonderful 2020 Turkish series 
Ethos, and so I was interested to watch an earlier production 

of his. Like Ethos, Masum is a slow-burning psychological 
exploration of family dynamics that exposes the nature of family 
frailty. But it is a much, much darker series as violence 
permeates relationships and family loyalties become central to 
the way in which the protection of individuals is sought and lost. 
This is an intelligent eight-episode drama that has its fair share of 
surprises. 



(THE) MESS WE LEAVE BEHIND 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Thriller, drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Spanish with subtitles

  

S toryline: Carlos Montero created this series based on his 
own award-winning novel of the same name. He wrote the 
series screenplay and directed two of the eight episodes, so 
he clearly had a dominant influence on the way this book-

to-screen adaptation has come together. In the first episode we 
are introduced to the two main characters: Viruca, a school 
teacher of English literature in the small fictional town of 
Novartis; and Raquel, the teacher who replaces Viruca when she 
dies in suspicious circumstances. Interestingly, this is a detective 
murder mystery without a detective. In fact, there is really not 
much of a police presence at all. Rather, Raquel becomes the 
amateur investigator, making all kinds of mistakes that invariably 
place her at risk and uncertain who to trust. It’s a tense and 
compelling drama. 

F ilm-craft: Filmed in Galicia in North-western Spain, the 
setting for this series is spectacular. There are wonderful 
aerial views, something we’ve come to expect these days, 

and also characterful villages along with beautiful buildings. So 
visually, the film is stunning. Sometimes it can be confusing for 
the viewer when a series is told across multiple timeframes. It 
can be seriously annoying when a mistaken timeframe in a 
murder mystery requires a recalibration partway through a 
scene. But this is the not the case with The Mess We Leave Behind. 
This series cleverly and seamlessly moves between the women’s 
stories, using techniques that make it clear to us where we are 
and when. It is beautifully photographed too – even the 
introduction is impressive. 



C ast: Inma Cuesta as Raquel and Bárbara Lennie as Viruca 
carry the drama with excellent performances, as we watch 
them shift from assertive to fragile as the series progresses. 
Three students play dominant roles – Iago (Arón Piper), 

Nerea (Isabel Garrido), and Roi (Roque Ruíz). None of these 
characters are particularly likeable, and there is a sense in which 
they seem miscast – too old for the teenage roles they play. On 
the other hand, they are obnoxious, immature bullies, which is a 
significant requirement of the plot and we are most definitely 
meant to dislike them. Tomar Novas plays Germán, Raquel’s 
drug-taking husband very well, and in general the supporting 
actors do a reasonable job with varying degrees of malice. 

P ersonal Comments: We seem to be watching quite a few 
murder mysteries lately where the main protagonist moves 
from the city to a small picturesque town where things end 

up not being as they seem. This one is better than most, 
perhaps because it’s been based on a good book rather than a 
formulaic ‘city-slicker comes to minacious village where 
everyone is threatening’ scenario. If you like an edgy, 
suspenseful story that moves along at a good pace with lots of 
twists and turns, you will probably like this one. 



MIDNIGHT AT THE PERA PALACE 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Adventure fantasy (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Turkish with subtitles

  

S toryline: This Turkish series is based on Charles King’s 
book Midnight at the Pera Palace: The birth of modern 
Istanbul. The adaptation takes more than a few liberties 
with the book, creating a curious and entertaining story 

about the beginning of the Turkish War of Independence. It is, in 
fact, a story within a story. In modern-day Turkey, a young 
journalist and avid Agatha Christie fan, Esra, is given the task of 
writing an article about the famous Pera Palace Hotel. Well 
known as an historical centre of political intrigue, Christie was a 
regular guest there. A room has been named after her which 
features significantly in the plot. I will leave you to find out about 
how Esra ends up being involved in a plan to avert the 
assassination Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, revolutionary hero and 
founding father of the Republic of Turkey. Enough to say, it’s a 
wonderful story that romps along – part comedy, part romance, 
part mystery, with engaging fantasy elements. 

F ilm-craft: Filmed in Istanbul, the series takes us to the 
opulent and magnificent Pera Palace Hotel. It is a visual 
feast. The costumes are glorious and the soundtrack is 

wonderful, as are the stage shows that take place at the nearby 
Garden Bar. There is great attention to detail, all resulting in a 
visually outstanding TV series. The adaptation manages to create 
an important sense of the political precariousness of time and 
place, while at the same time it is full of quirky moments that 
provide subtle comedic relief. 



C ast: Hazal Kaya is terrific as Esra as she launches 
haphazardly into all elements of the story. Tansu Biçer is 
also impressive in the role of Ahmet, the manager of Pera 
Palace, who tries to steer Esra through the dangers of the 

hotel’s secrets. There is a warm chemistry between the two, and 
much of the humour is derived from their adventurous antics. 
Both have perfect comic timing and great emotional expression. 
In fact, all the characters do well in this series. Selahattin Paşali 
does a fine job playing Halit, potential love interest for Esra, and 
Yaseman Szawloski plays Sonya, the coolly detached aristocrat 
who has fallen on hard times. The British come out worst in this 
series with James Chalmers ably playing the evil wannabe 
dictator, George, who is determined to gain complete power over 
Turkey. All great fun. 

P ersonal Comments: Directed by Nisan Dag and produced 
by Emre Sahin, this series is a joy to watch from start to 
finish. There is lots of action and movements in time, so you 

need to pay attention. Overall, it takes elements of Turkish 
history, and mixes it with an engaging fictionalised story that is 
full of plot – which doesn’t always hold up under scrutiny, but is 
nevertheless charming throughout. If you like quirky, with a few 
historical educational elements thrown in, you might just like his 
one.   



MILLION YEN WOMEN 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Thriller (miniseries) 

Availability: Netflix - Japanese with subtitles

  

S toryline: written by  Shunju Aono, and directed by 
Michihito Fujii, Million Yen Women was released in 2017 by 
TV Tokyo. Shin Michima is an unsuccessful young novelist, 
and the series revolves around whether his novels are any 

good, and the tricky problem of writer’s block. He lives alone, 
until one day a young woman arrives in his apartment, 
unannounced and unexpected. Four further young women come 
to stay, all strangers to each other, and each pay him one million 
yen a month to stay with him. All the women have responded to 
an invitation to stay with Shin, written by a mysterious sender. 
Like the characters, we don’t know who has issued the invitation 
nor do we know why. There are rules. Shin must look after the 
women, they must all eat together, but no personal questions 
can be asked, nor can personal information be shared. Over the 
series we nevertheless get to know a little of the women as rules 
break down and consequences occur. 

F ilm-craft: Much of the drama is set in Shin’s apartment, but 
we also get to see glimpses of Japanese life, including its 
nightlife, both funny and serious. The film also captures, 

often poignantly, the nature of Japanese relationships shaped 
by an Asian social milieu. 



C ast: There are some great performances in this series. Shin 
plays a wonderful part (despite his over-long fringe) as a 
somewhat reserved character who finds himself living with 
five stunning women. Each woman brings a uniqueness to 

her character, and effectively keeps us wondering why they have 
responded to the invitation, what role they have in the drama, 
and what their characters will do next. 

P ersonal Comments: I think this is a terrific series, reflecting 
my 5 star rating. It’s clever, puzzling and intriguing. At the 
beginning it seems that we are watching a curious domestic 

drama unfold, then things get much more sinister. This makes 
it a pretty unique thriller. Its twelve short episodes drive the 
action, and a lot is packed into each episode. It’s an unusual 
thriller that keeps you guessing until the end. We watched it in 
two nights… 



MONEY HEIST 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Crime drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Spanish subtitled

  

S toryline: Created by Álex Pina, Money Heist (La Casa De 
Papel) is a 2017 suspenseful crime drama developed by the 
Spanish network, Antena 3. According to The Guardian, it’s 
the most-watched non-English language show worldwide.  

An enigmatic genius, the Professor, brings together eight unlikely 
criminals to pull off the biggest heist in history – the robbery of 
the Spanish Mint. It’s an Ocean 11-style operation, five months in 
the planning. The team is trained by the Professor at his isolated 
hideaway, a beautiful stone mansion. No one is allowed to know 
each other’s names – they each take the name of a capital city – 
and strict rules apply. We watch them being educated, as the 
Professor covers off every last detail. The heist is perfectly 
constructed, and the Professor is cool and rational. That is, of 
course, before human emotions step in, rules break down, and 
things start to fall apart. 

F ilm-craft: The drama is set mainly in the Spanish Royal 
Mint, or at least the studio version of it, and it’s immediate 
surrounding environment. The hostages and the team of 8 

are (mostly) inside, with flashbacks to their hideaway training. 
The Professor is master-minding the whole operation from close 
by, and for the police it is a stakeout. Cinematography is great, 
and the music and sound effects add effectively to the overall 
tension of the series. 



C ast: The series revolves around the Professor, played 
wonderfully by Álvaro Morte. But in fact, every one of the 
group of eight carry their roles off with aplomb. Pedro 
Alonso is terrifically menacing as Berlin. Nairobi is delightful 

as she gets the best out of her hostage workers, while the young 
members of the team, Tokyo, Rio and Denver are passionate and 
hot-headed. In fact, we get to know and care about them all. 
Relationships happen – with hostages, other team members, and 
even the police. The dramatic and complicated relationship 
between the Professor and Inspector Raquel Murillo, played 
brilliantly by Itziar Ituño, is a major feature of the story as each 
manage the incredible twists and turns of the plot and their cat-
and-mouse roles within it. 

P ersonal Comments: As soon as the heist team arrive 
wearing Salvador Dalí masks you know you are in for a 
classy series. On top of that it’s exciting. Álex Pina has said 

of Money Heist, “I can promise the audience will not think of 
Covid-19 while watching it” …and he is absolutely right!  The plot 
is taut and thrilling. Every one of its twenty-two episodes, 
executed in two parts, is tense and action-packed. It leaves the 
Ocean 11 series well and truly in the dust, taking the heist genre 
to another level. It isn’t perfect. There will be times when you 
think things are more than a little fanciful. But it’s all about the 
clever plot and if you are prepared to suspend disbelief here and 
there you will find yourself right in the middle of it. You will be 
engaged with the characters, embroiled in their humorous, often 
poignant, joyful, and tragic journeys as they attempt the heist of 
the century. It’s setting in a broader context of government and 
neoliberal corruption adds another layer to the plot, pushing us 
to work out who we are really cheering on in this complex and 
riveting series. By the way, if you decide to take a look, watch the 
Spanish version with subtitles. You definitely lose something of 
the Mediterranean passion when you watch the dubbed version. 



MOTHERING SUNDAY 

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  
Categorisation: Drama (feature film)

Availability: Prime video, Apple TV, Arovideo

  

S
toryline: French director Eva Husson has created an ambitious 
film adaptation of Graham Swift’s splendid novella, Mothering 
Sunday. The film tells the story of a maid, Jane Fairchild, who is in 
the service of an English couple, Mr and Mrs Niven. Jane was 

raised in an orphanage, entered domestic service as a young teenager, 
and in later life became a successful writer of fiction. The Nivens’ are an 
aristocratic couple who have lost their two sons in the First World War. 
The Sheringhams’, another upper-class family, have also lost two of 
their three sons in the war. Their shared grief with the Nivens’ is an 
important theme of the film. Paul, now the Sheringham’s only living 
son, feels a weight of family expectation and responsibility. He resigns 
himself to an arranged marriage of sorts – Emma, his betrothed, had 
been engaged to one of the Niven sons, further reinforcing an alliance 
between the two families. Paul is nevertheless in an illicit and long-
standing intimate relationship with Jane. On Mothering Sunday 1924, 
the three families meet for a picnic lunch to celebrate Paul and Emma’s 
forthcoming marriage, and much of the film’s action takes place on this 
single day. Each year workers in service are granted a day off on 
Mothering Sunday, a day they can honour their mothers by visiting 
them. Having no mother, or any other family, Jane is free to do 
whatever she wishes. Unexpectedly, Paul invites her to his family 
home. As they enjoy their morning together they both sense it will be 
their last sexual encounter. Themes of grief, family responsibility, and 
class difference permeate the film, and also influence Jane’s emerging 
writing career. 

F
ilm-craft: Mothering Sunday is filmed beautifully. Languidly 
explicit in its expression of sexuality, it captures perfectly the 
passionate and exquisitely sensual relationship between Jane and 

Paul. Stunning cinematography features the glorious stately homes, 



and the lovely Buckinghamshire countryside. Words are particularly 
important in the film. Spoken and written, they are used effectively to 
convey the complexities of their relationship, and also the writer’s 
unfolding craft. 

C
ast: Odessa Young, an Australian actor now living in the US, is 
outstanding as Jane Fairchild. She brings expressive and ethereal 
elements that are perfect for the role. Josh O’Connor is also 
excellent, if you are able to detach him from his impressionable 

portrayal of Prince Charles in The Crown. Unsurprisingly both Colin 
Firth and Olivia Coleman are impressive playing Mr and Mrs Niven, 
although clearly Firth has a more substantial role in the screenplay. 
Patsy Ferran is delightful as Milly, the Niven’s cook and friend to Jane. 
Veteran actor Glenda Jackson plays a cameo role as Jane, the eighty-
year-old writer.   

P
ersonal Comments: Like the book, Mothering Sunday moves 
across timeframes, exploring Jane’s past, present, and future life. 
This works well in the book, but not so well in the film. As a 

consequence there remains a sense of uncertainty about the film’s 
focus, whether it is primarily a portrayal about grief and loss, or 
whether its intent is to use these themes, along with others, to 
illuminate Jane’s development as an author. This may be a subtle 
difference, but it’s one that the film struggles with. In casting Coleman 
and Firth, both exceptional actors, the film has to give them prominent 
roles – something weighty to work with. In response they have created 
a haunting portrayal of parental grief in the face of unimaginable loss. 
But in doing so, the film is skewed toward this focus, making the switch 
back and forth to ‘Jane the writer’ disjointed. Casting Glenda Jackson in 
the role of Jane as an older woman is also distracting. Having read the 
book, I can see how difficult it must have been to bring its complex 
structure to the screen. While Mothering Sunday is a fine film, and there 
are significant elements that are brilliant in their execution, I am left 
wondering whether casting lesser-known actors in the secondary roles 
might have given Husson more freedom to explore the successful rise of 
a female writer through the lens of her experiences. 



MRS HARRIS GOES TO PARIS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐   + ½

Categorisation: Comedy drama (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV

  

S toryline: American director, Anthony Fabian sets Mrs 
Harris Goes to Paris in the 1950s golden age of Parisian haute 
couture. Based on Paul Gallico’s 1958 novel of a similar name 
(Mrs. ‘Arris Goes to Paris) it tells the story of a London 

charwoman, Ada, who becomes infatuated by an expensive 
fashion house dress that is owned by her employer, Lady Dant. 
Determined to own such a dress, she saves her pennies and is 
soon on her way to Paris to spend her hard earned £500 on a 
fabulous Christian Dior ‘frock’. That’s roughly £11,500 in today’s 
currency. As she steps into the world of high-end fashion, she 
finds that the realisation of dreams is not always that 
straightforward. 

F ilm-craft: What can be said about this saccharine-laced 
fairy-tale? The gowns are fabulous, and despite the rubbish-
strewn streets of Paris (the sanitation engineers are on 

strike), Fabian draws a good contrast between the drab world 
of the British working class and the glamorous world of French 
high fashion. Other than that, it’s a sentimental caricature of the 
two in which neither comes off particularly well. The story is 
predictable. The music is dreadful. 



C ast: We have seen the talented and versatile Lesley Manville 
in a number of terrific productions recently (for example, 
Magpie Murders, and the excellent Sherwood). Unfortunately 
this isn’t one of them. Manville does bring a fairy-

godmother charm to the film, but the hackneyed script in this 
celebration of shopping makes things difficult, even for her. The 
supporting cast also does its best, in particular, Isabelle Hupert 
as the formidable Madame Colbert. 

P ersonal Comments: This film is pure escapism, which in 
itself is not a bad thing. Interestingly, Paul Gallico wrote 
several further books taking ‘Mrs ‘Arris’ across the globe, 

and by all accounts they seem to have been successful.  Such is 
the power of feel-good nostalgia that has us all cheering for the 
underdog. Sadly, this film just isn’t good enough…an hour and 
fifty minutes that you won’t get back. 



OFFICIAL SECRETS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  + ½

Categorisation: Whistleblower - spy drama (feature film)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: Based on the book The Spy Who Tried to Stop a 
War by Marcia and Thomas Mitchell, Official Secrets tells the 
true story of whistleblower Katherine Gun, a translator in 
the British security services. It is 2003, in the run-up to the 

Iraq War, and Katherine spends her time listening into 
conversations and reporting anything that may be suspicious to 
her seniors. One day, along with her fellow translators, she is 
forwarded a memo from a high-level US official seeking help 
from the British services to pressurise vulnerable UN Security 
Council countries so they will fall in line and vote in favour of the 
war against Iraq. A strong ally of the US, and in ‘matter of fact’ 
style, the Brits respond positively. The translators are clearly 
shocked by the scandalous effort by the US to legitimise the war, 
but in turn take an ‘ours-is-not-to-reason-why’ position. 
Katherine is nevertheless incensed by the conspiracy and after 
some angry soul-searching, she leaks the memo. The film then 
follows the extraordinary story of the personal and professional 
costs of being a whistleblower when the stakes are high and the 
politics are bullying. 

F ilm-craft: Imbuing the film with a documentary quality, 
director Gavin Hood has taken a non-sensationalist 
approach. These days we have come to expect full-on action 

in spy dramas, so this may come across as understated. There 
are nevertheless subtly tense scenes that carry the drama along, 
for example, the intimidating interviews in which Katherine is 
interrogated by the security services and the police. The 
vindictive response to Katherine’s Muslim husband, who was 



applying for permanent residency in Britain, also illustrates the 
abuses of bureaucratic power, and the interspersed footage of 
political speeches at the time of the incident – Tony Blair and 
George Bush – are chilling, particularly now the outcome of the 
illegal war is known. 

C ast: Official Secrets has a strong cast of well-known actors 
with mixed results. Matt Smith does a good job playing the 
likeable Martin Bright, the Observer reporter who broke the 
story. Rhys Ifans plays a somewhat excessive Ed Vullismy, 

Bright’s journalistic colleague. Ralph Fiennes plays a rational Ben 
Emerson, Katherine’s lawyer. While numerous reviews celebrate 
Keira Knightley in the lead role, I don’t consider her the best 
choice to play Katherine Gun. In real life, by most accounts, Gun 
is a brave and forthright woman. Knightley plays her as a 
simpering-vulnerable character in the early part of the film, 
which makes her later shift to confident-assertive rather less 
believable. There is no doubt that the very act of whistleblowing 
is stomach-churning – and the real Katherine Gun reported being 
literally sick to the stomach in the immediate aftermath of the 
document leak. But in real life she doesn’t come across as 
simpering. So an actor better able to bring out her strong yet 
vulnerable character would have been a better choice in the lead 
role. 

P ersonal Comments: Official Secrets is an important 
exploration of conscience and moral dilemma – is 
whistleblowing a betrayal of country or an heroic statement 

of truth? Given this, I would have liked to see more of 
Katherine’s life prior to the incident. This would have provided 
more depth to the drama, and would have helped us to interpret 
her actions for ourselves, rather than having it laid out explicitly 
before us. It is nevertheless an important film that lays bare 
some of the events leading up to the Iraq War, the political 
deceits that made it all possible. 



OPERATION MINCEMEAT 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: War spy drama

Availability: theatres

  

S
toryline: Operation Mincemeat (1943) was a highly unlikely, but 
nevertheless true, military deception that tricked Hitler and 
ultimately led an important Allied victory in World War II. This 
new film of the same name, and directed by John Madden 

(Shakespeare in Love; The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel) has clearly been 
strongly influenced by the book Operation Mincemeat: How a Dead Man 
and a Bizarre Plan Fooled the Nazis and Assured an Allied Victory by Ben 
Macintyre (https://erenow.net/ww/operation-mincemeat/). I mention 
this, as there are apparent absurdities in the plot that make the film 
seem very silly in places – indeed it might even be dismissed as a 
preposterous exaggeration by filmmakers who have taken undue 
liberties with the truth. In reality, if Macintyre’s book is anything to go 
by, the film may even have tried to make the plot more plausible, 
something I will return to later. In any event, it tells the story of an 
outlandish plan by the British intelligence service to deceive their 
German counterparts into thinking that the Allies would attack Greece, 
rather than the expected target, Sicily. Diverting Germany’s attention 
away from Sicily would increase their chances of success, significantly 
advantaging allied forces in their efforts to make inroads into Europe. 
The ruse involves a dead body washing up on the shores of Spain, and 
the creation of a fictionalised identity of a man, Bill Martin, who would 
ultimately become a British hero. 

F
ilm-craft: The wonderful recreation of WWII London has the 
hallmarks of a quality production, and its attention to detail makes 
for splendid cinematography. There are excellent scenes that 

contrast the seriousness of combat in war, with the passionate but 
nevertheless detached activities of those working in intelligence, whose 
job it was to strategically outwit the enemy. Despite this, while 
Operation Mincemeat comes across as having all the marks of a sharp, 

https://erenow.net/ww/operation-mincemeat/


contemporary production, it has an old-fashioned feel to it, almost as if 
it’s constrained within an 1950s filmmaking era that is characterised by 
derring-do antics…a melodrama without the pathos. 

C
ast: Four main characters drive the film’s action. Colin Firth is 
very good as the reserved Ewen Montagu, the British naval officer 
credited with leading Operation Mincemeat. By all accounts a 
privileged individual, Firth certainly looks the part and carries the 

role with aplomb. His romantic interest, Jean Leslie, a secretary in MI5 
and played by Kelly MacDonald, is also very good. While they work well 
together, there is a lack of romantic chemistry between them, 
something that the film needed to pull off given it paid so much 
attention to their relationship. In Macintyre’s book there is evidence 
that during the time Ewen and Jean worked together at Naval 
Intelligence, each identified strongly with the two fictional characters in 
the ruse – Bill Martin, and his fiancée Pam. Simulating the roles, Ewen 
courted ‘Pam’ writing endless letters to her in the guise of Bill. Jean 
would write back to her imaginary fiancé signing herself off as Pam. It’s 
a relationship oddity that the film does not include, probably wisely 
since it seems implausible in the extreme. Instead, the film offers a 
soapy love triangle between three main characters, Ewen, Jean and 
Charles Cholmondeley the grounded flight lieutenant who originally 
came up with the Operation Mincemeat deception idea. This romantic 
subplot doesn’t work particularly well, despite a standout performance 
by Matthew Macfadyen as Cholmondeley, who does bring considerable 
depth to his character. 

P
ersonal Comments: Operation Mincemeat is very entertaining, 
amusing at times, and most certainly intriguing as it brings this 
extraordinary real-life story to the screen. Scarcely believable, 

despite being closely aligned with Macintyre’s research, it’s a story 
that might have come directly from the pages of a spy novel by Ian 
Fleming, who also makes a surprising appearance in the film. So if you 
like an historical war drama it’s certainly worth seeing, although you 
might find the love triangle a bit over the top. That said, if the 
filmmakers had gone entirely by the book, the truth may have been 
even stranger than fiction. 



PARTY TRICKS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Political drama (miniseries)

Availability: tubi 

  

S
toryline: In 2014 John Edwards, Imogen Banks and Michael Lucas 
co-produced this Australian six-part series for the Channel Ten 
Network. It tells the story of Labor Premier, Kate Ballard, who is 
about to contest the Victorian state election. The Liberal party is 

in the midst of a leadership change. Ballard is at first dismissive of her 
new and inexperienced Liberal opponent, David McLeod – he doesn’t 
even have a seat in Parliament yet. But she soon realises that being a 
political rookie presents no barrier to McLeod’s ambitions. He is 
charismatic and popular. They also have history. Suddenly the contest 
becomes much closer and more complicated than Ballard and her 
political advisors had expected. 

F
ilm-craft: This is a stylish and slick production with wonderful 
scenes of Melbourne. It makes great use of the city’s fabulous 
public spaces and impressive buildings. The script by Michael Lucas 

is smart and snappy, and the six short episodes race along at a terrific 
pace. 

C
ast: Party Tricks has an excellent cast. Award winning actor Asher 
Keddie as Kate Ballard, and the equally likeable Roger Corser as 
David McLeod, are really outstanding in the lead roles. They have 
wonderful onscreen chemistry and presence – they are funny, 

passionate, and it’s surprising to me that they didn’t win an award for 
these performances. Charlie Garber is terrific as Oliver Parkham, 
Ballard’s scriptwriter. Also worthy of note is Wayne Duffy who manages 
her campaign. Ash Ricardo is splendid as the politically savvy Charlotte 
Wynn, who is the big brain behind McLeod’s campaign. Visibly 



pregnant, she steals every scene in her six-inch heels and her closely 
fitting voguish attire.   

P
ersonal Comments: Party Tricks is great fun – a light drama with a 
few shades of political satire. While it doesn’t take itself too 
seriously, it cleverly manages to capture the ruthlessness of 

election campaigning, the Machiavellian tensions, and the human 
costs involved when political stakes are high. Unexpectedly, it didn’t 
prove popular with Ten Network audiences. Perhaps the fact that it 
aired at a turbulent time in Australian political history, with a string of 
prime ministers coming and going, and trust in politicians at an all time 
low, had something to do with it. It is, nevertheless, a highly 
entertaining and very bingeable series. Although different in context, if 
you liked The Chair, you may well like this one.   



PASSING 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Drama (feature film)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: As her debut film, Rebecca Hall has adapted Nella 
Larsen’s 1929 novella, Passing. It is a story about two 
African-American women, old school friends, Irene and 
Clare, whose light skin colour enables them to ‘pass’ as a 

white person in American society. They meet by chance in an 
‘whites-only’ hotel in upmarket Manhattan having not seen each 
other since their schooldays. Irene, has retreated there, hot and 
bothered, after a day of shopping. Laden with expensive-looking 
parcels, the doorman welcomes her and she is led to a white-
clothed table. There is an air of tension as she waits. Then Clare 
arrives and taking a table across the room, she locks eyes with 
Irene for an uncomfortable length of time, after which she walks 
over to join her. While Clare clearly recognises her old friend, 
Irene has trouble placing her until, in a flood of remembrance, 
the women reconnect. It’s a powerful scene, both women 
‘passing’ together in a place that is forbidden to them in 
America’s racially prohibitive era. As they talk it is clear that 
their lives have turned out very differently. Irene, serious and 
respectable, is part of the New York Black elite, living with with 
her husband and two sons in their large brownstone house in 
Harlem. She is active in the Negro Welfare League, and they have 
a black maid, Zu, who caters for their needs. Irene doesn’t 
usually ‘pass’, and the reason why she does so on this day 
remains unexplained. Clare, whose hair is bleached blonde, is 
confident, dynamic and vivacious. She’s been passing as white 
since she moved to live with her white aunties, after which she 
met and married her white, wealthy, and openly racist husband, 
John. He has no idea that Clare passes for white. After the chance 



encounter, Clare is increasingly drawn to Irene, turning up at her 
house and becoming more and more involved in Irene’s family. 
The need for her to connect once again with the black 
community becomes obsessive. At first wary of Clare, Irene 
becomes entranced and captivated by her old friend. But as their 
lives intertwine the intensity of their relationship begins to 
threaten their marriages, which ultimately exposes the dangers 
of ‘passing’. 

F ilm-craft: Filmed in black and white, the cinematography is 
stylish and impressive. As a means of illustrating the 
subtleties of emotional and moral shades of grey, its pretty 

much pitch perfect. 

C ast: Tessa Thompson as Irene and Ruth Negga as Clare are 
outstanding in the lead roles. The chemistry between them 
is intense. Thompson is particularly impressive, confident 
one minute and vulnerable the next. Alexander Skarsgård is 

terrific as John, the truly detestable husband of Clare, and André 
Holland, is also very good playing the complexity of Irene’s 
husband Brian. It’s a sterling cast, and everyone does well. 

P ersonal Comments: This is an engrossing film that digs 
deeply into issues of race, jealousy, belonging, and 
unhappiness. It is a nuanced and powerful film that portrays 

characters who are all ‘passing’ in one way or another. Clair 
passes fluidly across race and class boundaries as she befriends 
Zu, Irene’s maid, while being an endless fascination for Irene’s 
husband, and her friend, Hugh Wentworth, a celebrated white 
novelist – who also happens to be passing as ‘straight’. Both Clare 
and Irene are ‘passing’ as happily married and satisfied with 
their lives. There is a simmering tension throughout the film, and 
at one stage Clare tells us that for her, the price of ‘passing’ has 
been worth it. We know somehow there is going to be a price 
paid for all this, and we are on tenterhooks waiting for it. 



(THE) PEMBROKESHIRE MURDERS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Crime drama (miniseries)

Availability: Acorn

  

S toryline: In 2011 John Cooper, a local Pembrokeshire man, 
was convicted of, and sentenced for two double murders 
that he committed in 1985. They became known as the 
Pembrokeshire Murders. At the same time, Cooper was 

charged and sentenced for the rape and sexual assault of two 
young teenagers. Cooper had held them at gunpoint with three 
other teenagers in 1996. The Pembrokeshire Murders is one of 
thirteenth real crime dramas presented by ITV. It tells the story 
of Operation Ottawa, a cold case investigation that was 
undertaken by DCI Steve Wilkins and his team who were able to 
use new developments in forensic science, including DNA 
evidence, to review unsolved cases. The series covers the 
reexamination of evidence collected at the time, the re-
interviewing of people involved, and the subsequent court 
hearing. 

F ilm-craft: The external scenes for the series were filmed in 
Pembrokeshire and other beautiful areas across Southwest 
Wales. Given the film was based on real life, the filmmakers 

were very conscious of the need for locational sensitivity, 
while at the same time wanting to be authentic to the place and 
time. Rather than filming in the locations where the crimes 
actually took place, they chose similar locations and 
architecture. The drama is also understated. Without the 
histrionics and multiple twists and turns we’ve come to expect of 



a fictional detective series, The Pembrokeshire Murders has the 
feel of realism and legitimacy. 

C ast: Consistent with this dramatic authenticity, the cast give 
the impression that they might have come straight out of the 
Dyfed Powys police force. While everyone does well in this 
series, four actors stand out. Luke Evans is excellent playing 

DCI Steve Wilkins who has returned to Wales from a stint 
working in Scotland Yard. He brings calm and dignity to the role, 
while assertively  negotiating thorny police procedures and 
professional relationships. Keith Allen plays the psychopath John 
Cooper to perfection. He is seriously frightening, particularly as 
we see him controlling the people around him, and in particular 
his wife Pat who is gripped by fear, and very well played by 
Caroline Berry. Finally, Oliver Ryan brings a deep vein of 
humanity as he plays Cooper’s estranged son, Andrew/Adrian. 
He does a terrific job portraying a character damaged by years of 
abuse and neglect. 

P ersonal Comments: I’m sure not everyone will like the 
understated nature of The Pembrokeshire Murders. But I am 
impressed by the way in which the series manages to 

condense the passing of procedural time as the evidence is re-
examined – all captured in the first single episode, leaving the 
remaining episodes to focus on interviews, discoveries, and the 
subsequent court process. Threaded through the series we also 
see Wilkins at home, trying to manage a divorce and strained 
relationships with his ex and their children – not a lot, but 
enough to show the demands of juggling family life and a 
stressful work environment. None of this is new, nor does 
particularly generate new insights. But it is a respectful, and 
compelling, portrayal of a police investigation, without the usual 
dramatic bells and whistles. 



PERCY V GOLIATH  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Environmental docudrama (feature film)

Availability: Prime Video

  

S toryline: Clark Johnson (The Wire) directs this 
environmental docudrama that tells the story of Percy 
Schmeiser, a Canadian farmer and accidental activist who 
took on the agricultural corporate giant, Monsanto. 

Monsanto monopolises the cropping industry through the 
development and patenting of seed that is genetically resistant to 
its own widely used weedkiller, ‘Round-up’. Persuasively, 
Monsanto convinces farmers that by spraying their crops with 
the pesticide they will never need to worry about weeds again. 
The only problem is they have to purchase and sow Monsanto’s 
Round-up resistant seed, which then traps them in a dependent 
relationship with the corporation. Even farmers who choose to 
sow their own seeds become vulnerable to legal action from 
Monsanto when the Round-up resistant seeds accidentally 
contaminate their farms. Both legally and practically it’s a messy 
business, and Monsanto reaps the financial benefits as farmers 
end up having to pay the monopolistic corporation when their 
crops are found to have Monsanto gene. Loosely based on a true 
story, Percy Schmeiser is a seed-saver. Like his forebears, he 
saves the seeds of his strongest plants, which he then plants, 
creating stronger crops over generations. An independent crop 
farmer, he wants nothing to do with Monsanto. But when his 
crop is tested, some seeds are found to have the Round-up 
resistant gene and Monsanto threatens Percy with court action 
or a $10,000 penalty. In similar situations, farmers like Percy see 
no option other than settling out of court and pay the penalty. 
But Percy is incensed, and refuses. Legal battles commence, and 
go all the way to the Supreme Court of Canada. In the mix, is a 



parallel story relating to anti-GMO environmental activism that 
Percy finds himself an unexpected spokesperson for. 

F ilm-craft: This film is beautifully made. The cinematography 
captures the stunningly flat Saskatchewan landscape across 
the seasons – the rich colours of growth, and the bleakly 

beautiful snow-covered plains of winter. Somewhat 
discordantly, the upbeat country music playing throughout the 
film is at odds with the seriousness of Percy’s deteriorating legal 
and financial situation. Ending the film with Woody Guthrie’s 
‘This land is your land’ didn’t feel quite right either. A rousing 
Canadian song would have gone down better. 

C ast: Christopher Walken is outstanding in the lead, bringing 
considerable heft to the film. It’s difficult to find any 
weaknesses in his characterisation. The perfect foil to 
Walken’s brusque portrayal of Percy, Roberta Maxwell is 

terrific as his wife Louise, who also bears the consequences of 
Percy’s fight for fairness. Zach Braff sympathetically plays Percy’s 
small-town, and sometimes baffled lawyer, Jackson Weaver. 
Christina Ricci does a good job in playing the rather unlikable 
Rebecca Salcau, the environmental activist who pressurises and 
sometimes manipulates Percy in support of the greater good.   

P ersonal Comments: The film does an effective job of 
showing what an emotionally draining experience it is to 
engage in an individual fight against a corporation like 

Monsanto. The underdog versus the all-powerful multinational 
also has compelling appeal in the same way other films have over 
the years (for example, Erin Brockovich, and Dark Waters). The 
main weakness of the film is the way in which it strays into anti-
GMO territory, and in particular Percy’s conference trip to India. 
While it was visually interesting, the David and Goliath story 
would have been strong enough to carry the action without this 
meandering fictional diversion. 



POST MORTEM - NO ONE DIES IN 
SKARNES  

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Comedy-drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix, Norwegian with subtitles 

  

S toryline: Post Mortem was directed by Harald Zwart (The 
Karate Kid) and Petter Holmsen (who also wrote the 
screenplay). It is a story of life, and death, in the small 
Norwegian town of Skarnes. But we soon realise this is no 

Anne of Green Gables story. The body of Live Hallangen, daughter 
of the local funeral director, is found near an old barn in the 
middle of an otherwise empty field. The police declare her dead 
and sends her body to the coroner. Then, at the plunge of the 
coroner’s scalpel, Live dramatically awakens. Quickly recovering, 
she starts experiencing life differently – she has a new 
hypersensitivity to sound, greater physical strength, and a 
disconcerting lust for blood. Somehow, she’s just not the same 
old Live. As she struggles to come to grips with increasingly 
disturbing vampire tendencies, her brother, Odd, is coping with 
his own troubles. The family funeral parlour business is on the 
brink of bankruptcy. No one dies in Skarnes, and that has serious 
implications for undertakers…unless, of course, a sister’s 
changing temperament can save the family business! 

F ilm-craft: The series is set in Skarnes, a small town in the 
Innlandet county of Norway (population 2,456). Filmed at 
the beginning of the Nordic winter, the cinematography takes 

full advantage of the stark and beautiful landscapes. The cold 
forensic environment of the coroner’s laboratory and the old-
fashioned funeral home preparation room are bleak. Colours of 



white and grey are juxtaposed with the reds of the bloody scenes 
as Live discovers her new appetites. The soundtrack is worth a 
mention. The 1950s banjo music in particular rattles along, never 
letting us forget that humour rests at the heart of this series. I 
don’t know a lot about Nordic music, but it is interesting that 
Øystein Sunde, the Norwegian musician and banjo player, grew 
up in Skarnes, so it might be a nod to a famous old-boy. 

C ast: Brilliantly engaging the art of dark humour, the cast of 
Post Mortem is outstanding.  Katherine Thorborg Johansen is 
terrific as Live. Her expressions of shock, horror, surprise 
and discombobulation are impressive. Elias Holmsen 

Sørensen as her brother Odd, is also first-rate. He brings a good-
heartedness and a charming naivety to his part – an excellent 
counter to his sister’s increasingly alarming behaviour. Many of 
the funniest scenes though, involve the police. Andrée Sørum is 
great as the earnest young policeman who has an unfortunate 
crush on Live. But best of all, is Kim Fairchild as the police boss, 
Judith. Helped by some of the funniest lines in the series, her 
comic timing is perfect. 

P ersonal Comments: Before you dismiss Post Mortem as an 
unwelcome return of a vampire genre, you need to know 
that this is most definitely a drama-comedy. And indeed, it’s 

a very clever and well executed one. We’ve seen Scandinavian 
playfulness with genres before, for example the very funny crime 
spoof Fallet. This one is similar, but with an intriguing funeral 
parlour setting that brings a melancholic edge to the drama. If 
you give it a try, you might just find yourself hooked. 



(THE) POWER OF THE DOG 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Alternative Western (feature film)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: New Zealand director Jane Campion created The 
Power of the Dog, based on Thomas Savages’s 1967 novel of 
the same name. It’s a Western of sorts. Brothers Phil and 
George are cattle-ranchers in Montana, and they couldn’t be 

more different. Phil, cruel and mean, looks every bit the 
archetypal cowboy. George, gentle and softly spoken, wears a 
business suit even as as he rides across the Montana plains on 
horseback. The younger of the two, George has clearly 
experienced his fair share of bullying from Phil over the years, 
and there’s no doubt about the pecking order in this family. After 
days of herding their cattle to the railhead, they stop with their 
ranch-hands at a Wild West town where Rosie, the boarding 
house proprietor, has prepared rooms for them. In the dining 
room Rosie’s effeminate teenage son, Peter, waits on the tables. 
There is an air of menace as alpha male Phil cruelly ridicules the 
boy whose paper flowers adorn the tables. Phil’s taunting of her 
son distresses Rose, unintentionally setting the scene for George 
to comfort her. Romance blossoms, and Phil is appalled and 
angry when George brings Rose back as his wife to live with them 
in their rambling mansion. Seeing Rose as a gold-digger, Phil 
maliciously persecutes her. Later, when Peter visits from 
university where he is now studying to be a doctor, Rose fears for 
the safety of her son.    



F ilm-craft: Filmed in New Zealand, the cinematography is 
stunning. The physical landscape of Central Otago is 
spectacular and we get a real sense of the rugged existence of 

life on a cattle ranch in 1920s Montana – although I expect only 
a Montanan would be able to say with certainty whether 
Campion manages to pull this off. Skilful in capturing the beauty 
of the physical landscape, Campion is also an expert in depicting 
emotional landscapes. She maintains a tense and suspenseful 
atmosphere throughout, constantly paring back the dialogue 
until she exposes the raw essences of the characters’ emotional 
frames – wordlessly, Phil’s banjo torments Rose as she 
deteriorates into alcoholism; a human wolf pack, controlled and 
suppressed by Phil, chillingly encircles its prey. It’s quality 
filmmaking, (despite the faux pas with the fence posts).. 

C ast: Four main characters drive the action in this film, 
Benedict Cumberbatch as Phil, Jessie Plemons as George, 
Kirsten Dunst as Rose, and Kodi Smit-McPhee as Peter. 
Married in real life as well as onscreen, Dunst and Plemons 

bring a lovely tenderness to their relationship, and in different 
ways, they poignantly express the crushing effects of Phil’s 
bullying domination. It is nevertheless Cumberbatch and Smit-
McPhee, in their compelling performances of the bully and the 
bullied, that truly stand out. It wouldn’t surprise me if they are 
both recognised in upcoming awards.      

P ersonal Comments: The Power of the Dog is impactful and 
unsettling. Full of symbolism, it’s languid and multilayered 
plot has scenes that are at times sensuous, and at other 

times abhorrent. Then, just when you think you know what’s 
going on, Campion pulls the rug from under your feet, making 
you want to watch it again to discover, if you haven’t already, the 
trail of breadcrumbs she’s skilfully left in her wake. It’s one of 
her best films. While it is due to be released on Netflix soon, you 
may want to see it on the big screen as this will show its 
expansive and beautiful cinematography to full effect. 



(THE) PRADO MUSEUM - A PLACE OF 
WONDERS 

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Documentary (feature film)

Availability: AroVideo, Prime video

  

S toryline: The Prado Museum in Madrid had its 200th 
anniversary in 2019, and this documentary is a celebration 
of its enduring commitment to the collection and 
presentation of western art. We get to see lots of 

magnificent artworks from leading European artists over the 
centuries. British actor Jeremy Irons guides us through the 
precious collections, telling the story of the origins of the 
museum, its royal patronage, and the social and historical events 
that have shaped the collection over time. 

F ilm-craft: Three women bring this splendid documentary to 
the screen. Valeria Parisi directed (Maverick Modigliani), Didi 
Gnocchi produced the film (with 3D Produzioni – an Italian 

company that produces some of the best of these art-focused 
documentaries), and Sabina Fedeli (Hitler versus Picasso) wrote 
the screenplay. They bring a depth of experience in the arts as 
they expertly weave together artistic and political histories, 
along with the human experience of stepping into these 
interconnected worlds. We also get to hear something about 
women artists represented in the collection – how they made 
their mark in a world that is completely dominated by men, and 
the challenges they faced in both making and presenting art. 



C ast: While Jeremy Irons takes the lead presentation, and 
does so with his usual aplomb, the details about the 
collection and particular works of art are provided by staff 
and associates of the Prado. They bring vast knowledge, 

expertise, and passion to the narration. The film is, nevertheless, 
all about the artists and their works that fill the rooms of this 
internationally acclaimed gallery – Titian, Raphael, Rubens, 
Dürer, El Greco, Caravaggio, along with the much loved Spanish 
artists, Goya and Velazquez. 

P ersonal Comments: This is a terrific documentary. It is 
beautifully filmed, and it does an excellent job of presenting 
an eclectic collection based on the likes and dislikes of the 

Spanish royals. You don’t need to be an expert on art to enjoy 
this film. For art lovers though, it’s a must-see. But you need to 
brace yourself – it will leave you longing for a trip to Madrid. 



(THE) QUEENS GAMBIT 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Period drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: After a family tragedy the main character, 
orphaned six year old Beth Harmon, is sent to the Methuen 
Home for Girls in Kentucky. Here she learns to play chess, 
and we gain insight into her extraordinary mental and 

imaginative powers. Then we follow her as she confronts the 
challenges of growing up and wanting to be a chess grand 
master. 

F ilm-craft: The cinematography is superb in this film. It 
brilliantly captures the colours, style and interior design of 
the 1950s/60s, and as such it is a visual treat. We get to see 

stunning interiors, from American home design, to luxurious 
hotels, to the magnificent scenes of Beth’s tournament venues. 
And we see fashion – particularly women’s fashion – as Beth and 
Alma showcase Hollywood styles that are timeless and often 
exceptionally beautiful. Visually it’s authentic and a delight to 
watch. The music is terrific too. 

C ast: Isla Johnston is excellent playing Beth as a child in the 
first episode, and then Anya Taylor-Joy portrays her as a 
teenager and young adult in the rest of the series. Taylor-Joy 
is perfect for the role. Her portrayal is outstanding as we 

watch Beth grapple with the ways of the world after her closeted 
orphanage experience. Bill Camp plays Mr Shaibel, the 
orphanage janitor who teaches her to play chess in the 
basement. I am ashamed to say, I was on tenterhooks worrying 



that this little girl would be exposed to adverse predatory 
behaviour, but I needn’t have worried. The relationship between 
Mr Shaibel and Beth provide some of the most poignant 
moments in the film. Beth’s adoptive mother Alma is played 
wonderfully by Marielle Heller. She manages wisdom and 
fragility in equal measure, and she and Beth develop a bond 
fuelled by love, codependency (mostly on alcohol and drugs) 
and tournament winnings.   

P ersonal Comments: There is no question – The Queen’s 
Gambit is thoroughly enjoyable and it’s not surprising that 
the Netflix series has caused a sensation across the globe. 

While it’s a bit long in places it keeps us right in there with 
Beth and her incredible adventures toward fame and fortune. 
But there is something missing in its storytelling. Beth 
completely transcends any of the sexist realities that confronted 
women of the time. While she is seen as an oddity in what is 
clearly a man’s world of chess, other than her own demons there 
are no barriers standing in her way. This creates a somewhat 
fanciful and wondrous element to her experiences. Ultimately 
this flaw challenges the perfection of the series. On the other 
hand, perhaps it is a fairy story the world needs in these 
troubled times. 



REV. 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Comedy-drama (miniseries)

Availability: TVNZ, ABC iview, Prime Video  

  

S toryline: The parish of St Saviour in the Marshes has a new 
vicar, the Reverend Adam Smallbone. He and his wife, Alex, 
a legal aid solicitor, have moved to inner-city East London 
from a rural parish. It’s clear from the beginning that things 

are not going to be easy. Responsible for an elegant but leaking 
sixteenth century church and a motley group of parishioners, 
moral and ecclesiastical dilemmas come thick and fast. Not only 
does Adam have to deal with a variety of local reprobates, the 
Archdeacon is putting pressure on him to save the church from 
financial ruin. While ultimately good intentioned and certainly 
determined to prevent the closure of the church, Adam’s 
constant missteps create more problems than he solves. While 
his faith remains strong, he is beset by failure, and then scandal 
and humiliation, which makes him question whether he is 
ultimately right for the ministry. 

F ilm-craft: The church scenes were filmed in St Leonard’s, an 
ancient parish church in Shoreditch, East London. The first 
episode centres on the church’s glorious stained glass 

window that has been vandalised, adding to the church’s 
mounting financial troubles. The deprived inner city 
environment of St Saviour is grimly captured, rubbish 
everywhere, and heavy traffic circling the church. While Adam is 
excited by the challenges of his new role, every scene illustrates 
just how difficult this is going to be. It’s a quality production. 



C ast: Tom Hollander takes the lead as Adam, and Olivia 
Colman is Alex, Adam’s wife. Both actors are at the top of 
their game, and it shows. There is a chemistry between 
them that also helps us to better understand how such an 

intelligent and vibrant woman can end up falling for such a 
deeply flawed man like Adam. Of the supporting actors, Miles 
Jupp is terrific as Nigel, Adam’s lay minister. His thick vein of 
jealousy provides the opportunity for some great lines that are 
delivered with wonderful venom. Jimmy Akingbola is seriously 
disturbing as Mick, who is constantly turning up on the vicarage 
doorstep looking for money to support his drug habit. Steve 
Evets is superbly cast as Colin, the recovering drug addict who 
acts as a foil to Adam. But best of all is Simon McBurney as the 
acerbic Archdeacon Robert. This multi award-winning actor 
eloquently steals every scene in which he appears. 

P ersonal Comments: Created for the BBC by Tom Hollander 
and James Wood, Rev. is a production in three parts. Series 1 
and 2 are comedic and, in the way of good comedy, often 

poignant. Series 3 is different. There are still elements of 
humour, but there is a discernible shift toward a more serious 
drama about a man who is losing his way, the nature and impact 
of transgression, and the question of forgiveness and 
redemption. I was troubled by some of the messages, 
particularly when an ex convict seeks solace in the church only 
to find prejudice and a deeply imbedded hierarchy that positions 
some transgressors as worthy of forgiveness while others remain 
unforgiven and shunned. This is reinforced when a joke is made 
of the penitent sex offender being beaten-up by Colin, the 
profligate yet self-righteous parishioner. It was a wrong note that 
might have been better handled. Overall though, despite having 
one or two reservations, Rev. is a very good production that 
makes you think about the role of the church in contemporary 
urban society, and the foibles of the people who do their best to 
try to make things work. There is also a Christmas special at the 
end of the second series, so it’s a good time to be watching it 
right now. 



ROHE KŌREPOREPO - THE SWAMP, 
THE SACRED PLACE 

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Documentary (feature film)

Availability: theatres only 

  

S toryline: According to the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 
report in 2018, across the globe we are losing wetlands at an 
alarming rate. They are disappearing three times faster than 
forests. Once a dominant feature of our landscapes, 90% of 

wetlands have now been lost or seriously degraded over time. 
We continue to tamper with them even in the awareness of their 
indispensable value to society. Wetlands protect the quality of 
our water systems, they stabilise land and help to reduce 
flooding and erosion. As carbon ‘sinks’, they can also play an 
important role in moderating the impact of climate change. This 
documentary focuses specifically on wetlands across Aotearoa 
New Zealand. Once pristine ecosystems, they have been similarly 
degraded, abused and mismanaged. Disturbingly, between 2001 
and 2016 a further thousand hectares of wetlands were lost in 
the Waikato, the Westcoast, Southland and Canterbury alone. 
But as this documentary illustrates, passionate people across the 
motu (country) are coming together to restore the life force of 
the wetlands. Their actions are as impressive as they are hopeful. 
New Zealand directors, Kathleen Gallagher and Kate Goodwin, 
bring the stories of kaitiaki – guardians of the wetlands – to the 
screen. Iwi, scientists, DOC workers, farmers, youth activists, 
and members of the National Wetland Trust, along with many 
others, speak of their remarkable work in restoring the wetlands 



in their local areas. And their efforts are being rewarded – the 
wetland ecosystems are reestablishing. Birds are returning, eel 
numbers are increasing, and it’s possible once again to see and 
hear the unique presence of the wetlands. 

F ilm-craft: Rohe Kōreporepo – The Swamp, The Sacred Place, 
based on Kathleen Gallagher and Dylan Pyle’s excellent book 
of the same name, is beautifully made. It weaves together 

knowledge about the cultural significance of the wetlands and 
ecological science, in a unified and compelling story of 
conservation. Poignant experiences of loss give rise to 
inspirational leadership as groups across the motu share their 
insights and actions. Heightening the film’s emotional impact, 
Dave Perry’s excellent cinematography, and a haunting musical 
score by Lisa Tui, Mahina-ina Kingi-Kaui, Geoff Low and Nicole 
Reddington, add to the impressive overall effect. 

C ast: This documentary is all about the remarkable 
conservation efforts of people who are committed to 
restoring the wetlands across Aotearoa New Zealand. The 
film is a tribute to them all. 

P ersonal Comments: In the making of the film, Gallagher 
does not resile from exposing the polluting actions and lack 
of care that have degraded wetlands and compromised the 

quality of water systems in New Zealand. At the same time, the 
film’s messages are nevertheless positive and uplifting. Gallagher 
and her team illustrate perfectly what is possible when 
committed people come together in a collaborative, and 
ambitious conservation effort. They do a splendid job in bringing 
it together. First screened as part of the New Zealand 
International Film festival in 2021. Give yourself a treat and see 
this film. 



SAMURAI GOURMET  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: A slice of life drama (miniseries) 

Availability: Netflix, Japanese with subtitles  

  

S toryline: This twelve-part Japanese series, produced by 
Masayuki Kusumi in 2017, is not exactly a cooking show. But 
it is a lovely example of what can happen when Eastern 
philosophies integrate with the cultural appreciation of 

food. In the first episode, we are introduced to Kasumi, who is 
newly retired from his corporate job. Indeed, at the beginning of 
every episode we are reminded that he has lost his title and the 
support of his company, and he feels it deeply. It is day-one of his 
retirement, and Kasumi is at a loss to know how he will spend his 
day. Then he stumbles upon a little local restaurant where he 
experiences food that engages his senses, brings back nostalgic 
memories, and helps him to overcome his fears and anxieties, 
his shame in drinking beer in the middle of the day, and to find 
happiness and fulfilment in this new phase of his life. 

F ilm-craft: In each episode of Samurai Gourmet Kasumi takes 
us to a different restaurant where we watch the food being 
cooked, and we see his enjoyment as he savours it. The 

restaurants feel and look authentic as we experience a slice of 
Japanese life – that is until a samurai arrives just at the moment 
when Kasumi needs guidance. The samurai is his alter-ego of 
sorts, sword-wielding and wearing traditional costume. His wise 
parables embolden Kasumi into actions that he would otherwise 
be reluctant to take. The appearance of the samurai, while a little 
odd at first, brings both humour and a liveliness to the drama 
that is a nice balance to Kasumi’s philosophical contemplations. 



C ast: There are three main characters in the series and all, in 
their different ways, are impressive. Naoto Takenaka is 
terrific in the role of Kasumi. His expressions of joy as he 
shares the art of the meal requires no translation. Honami 

Suzuki as his tolerant wife Shizuko, who is subtly effective as she 
gradually gets the better of him in their traditionally gendered 
household. And the handsome young Tetsuji Tamayama as the 
samurai is gusto personified as he encourages the hesitant, and 
frequently conflicted Kasumi to be more adventurous. 

P ersonal Comments: Watching Samurai Gourmet is like 
watching children gathering autumnal leaves and tossing 
them in the air. It is delightful and heart-warming. There are 

many moments of joy in the series. It’s gently amusing and 
unexpectedly poignant, particularly as the series explores 
Kasumi and Shizuko’s relationship. Don’t be put off by the 
second episode (The Demoness’s Ramen) where Kasumi has a 
joyless experience in a Chinese restaurant. The use of cultural 
stereotypes as comedic effect falls flat, a rare misstep in the 
series. You may prefer to skip it all together and go with the 
joyful innocence of a sixty-year-old man‘s coming of age story as 
he finds peace in a gourmet fantasy. 



(THE) SECRET CITY 
Rating:   Series 1 ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Series 2 ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Political drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: This Australian series takes us into the inner 
workings of the federal government in Canberra. Based on 
the books The Marmalade Files, The Mandarin Code, and The 
Shadow Game by Chris Uhlmann and Steve Lewis, season 1 

first appeared in 2016, followed by season 2 three years later in 
2019. The Australian government finds itself right in the middle 
of rising political tensions between China and the US, and none 
come up smelling of roses. In fact, it falls to the press gallery 
journalist, Harriet Dunkley, to expose conspiracies and she has 
to go down some very dark corridors to do so. It’s a taught 
political thriller with lots of twists and turns as we discover, 
along with Harriet, the menacing depths that some people will 
go to to retain power. 

F ilm-craft: The series won a number of awards, best 
direction in the Australian Directors Guild Awards, as well as 
a number of Logies for most outstanding actress (Anna Torv) 

and most outstanding supporting actor (Damon Herriman 
playing Kim Gordon, Harriet’s trans-gender ex-husband – long 
story). The photography is terrific with lots of wonderful aerial 
shots of Canberra. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chris_Uhlmann


C ast: There are some great performances in both season 1 
and 2. Harriet, played by Anna Torv, is excellent from start 
to finish. Her facial expressions convey volumes as she 
puzzles her way through the increasingly suspicious and 

alarming plot(s). Jackie Weaver as the Attorney General is 
imposing, as she ties people in knots with her cutting remarks. 
But everyone does well in this stellar Australian cast, particularly 
once the script writers settle into a more nuanced story as the 
episodes unfold. 

P ersonal Comments: After a bit of an uncertain start – for 
the first few episodes it seemed on the verge of overdoing 
well-worn political stereotypes within entirely implausible 

scenarios – season 1 then settles into a compelling and 
complex drama that is full of surprises. In the end, it has us on 
the edge of our seats, and hoping that season 2 won’t disappoint. 
Soon we realise that we didn’t need to worry. Cyber-terrorism 
enters the story and we’re introduced to a number of new 
characters and, I think, a more plausible and well worked 
through plot. For example, we meet Karen Koutoufides played 
by Danielle Cormack, a Jackie Lambie political figure who is 
determined to ‘keep the bastards honest’ as an independent MP. 
This gives the series a discomforting feeling of reality as 
everyone, from the least to the most powerful, find themselves at 
risk in one way or another. You have to watch carefully as there 
is a lot going on, but both seasons are worth watching if you like 
a good political drama. 



SEE HOW THEY RUN 

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Crime drama (feature film) 

Availability: Apple TV, NEON

S toryline:  It’s 1953 and a West End play, The Mousetrap, 
written by Agatha Christie, is celebrating its 100th 
performance. There is talk of a film, but Christie’s contract 
will not allow it until six months after the end of the play’s 

run. A murder is committed, and the under-resourced London 
police duo, Inspector Stoppard and Constable Stalker, 
investigate. Christie requires that in every performance of the 
play the audience must be told never to divulge the perpetrator 
of the crime. After all, there is no point in a whodunit if 
everybody knows who did it. As we watch See How They Run we 
are similarly committed to silence. So I’m afraid that’s all I’m 
able to say by way of plot. 

F ilm-craft: Directed by Tom George, this is a fabulous 
production. The costumes are spectacular – mid-century 
halter-neck gowns really do need to come back into fashion. 

The smart cinematography is superb, brilliantly capturing the 
colours and styles of the 1950s. The cars are hilarious. And the 
well-crafted, witty screenplay is a hoot as it takes the mickey out 
of Agatha Christie and the beloved genre that she made her own. 



C ast: See How They Run has a host of stars who are all clearly 
enjoying the romp. The exceptionally talented Irish actor 
Saoirse Ronan is wonderful in the role of Constable Stalker, 
the rookie policewoman who writes everything down while 

jumping to conclusions. She has some of the funniest lines in the 
film. Perfectly countering Stalker’s enthusiasm, Sam Rockwell is 
equally terrific in the role of her careworn boss, Inspector 
Stoppard. 

P ersonal Comments: This entertainingly stylish film is 
tremendous fun. Go and see it. 



SHERWOOD 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐
Categorisation: Crime drama (miniseries) 
Availability: BBC streaming platforms

S toryline: Sherwood is the latest highly acclaimed crime 
drama from the BBC, and it really is quite something. 
Inspired by two murders that occurred in Nottinghamshire 
almost twenty years ago, the action is set in the mining 

village of Ashfield where the series creator, James Graham, grew 
up. In Graham’s fictional story the local police, led by DCS Ian St 
Clair, investigate the death of Gary Jackson, a former coal miner 
who is murdered in his own street by a crossbow arrow to the 
chest. St Clair makes it clear to his team right from the start that 
he wants no talk of Sherwood Forest’s famous outlaw – I guess 
decades of jokes about robbing the rich and giving to the poor 
wear a little thin after a while in Nottinghamshire. In any event, 
the police scour the forest in search of the killer who continually 
manages to elude them while stalking and shooting at more 
people with his bow. In the meantime, a second murder occurs, 
this time a recently married woman who is standing as the local 
Tory candidate in the upcoming election. The backdrop to the 
series is the 1980s  miners strike that left a lasting pall of 
simmering hostility in the village. The two murders rip the band-
aid off the emotional wounds inflicted during the violent strike as 
union stalwarts and the men they call ‘scabs’, who continued to 
work through the strike, remain in bitter conflict. The series 
effectively uses this volatile political history to drive much of the 
action as the police investigate the two murders in the midst of 
menacing community animosity.   

F ilm-craft: This is a very fine production. Filmed largely in 
Nottinghamshire, it has the feel of authenticity about it. 
Graham makes considerable use of historical footage of the 

strikes and reconstructed scenes to unpack the past 



experiences of the characters in the drama. (If you are interested 
in the scandalous actions of the police in the original Orgreave 
strike see https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/may/18/
scandal-of-orgreave-miners-strike-hillsborough-theresa-may). 
This backgrounding is expertly and seamlessly achieved, as we 
get to know the characters and their motivations. The unfolding 
plot really makes you want to work out who is responsible for 
the crimes and how the disparate events are connected. But try 
as we might…and enjoying every minute…we couldn’t. It is 
excellent crime drama writing. 

C ast: Sherwood has a stellar cast, and there are familiar faces 
everywhere. Alun Armstrong is terrific as Gary Jackson, the 
provocative and staunch member of the National Union of 
Miners. The vibrant Lesley Manville is splendid as his wife, 

Julie, who is left to deal with her loss and the community 
consequences. Joanne Froggatt is excellent playing Sara, the 
unlikable Tory candidate, and Adeel Akhtar is heartbreakingly 
good as Andy her grieving father-in-law. Outstanding in the two 
main leads are David Morrissey as Ian St Clair, and Robert 
Glenister as Kevin Salisbury the Metropolitan police officer sent 
to help with the investigation. They are terrific foils for each 
other as they manage professional territories and personal 
histories. The list goes on with this star-studded cast, and they all 
play wonderful parts in this quality production. 

P ersonal Comments: Ostensibly a crime drama, Sherwood is 
primarily a series about the holding of grudges. Things said 
and done thirty years ago will never be forgotten. Name-

calling, old insults and resentments stretch across history 
affecting lives that are irrevocably changed as a consequence. 
‘This place remembers’, says one of the characters. Telling the 
multilayered story of just how it remembers is Sherwood at its 
best. The series is a big success in the UK, so if it’s not yet 
streaming in your region, it will be soon.   

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/may/18/scandal-of-orgreave-miners-strike-hillsborough-theresa-may
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/may/18/scandal-of-orgreave-miners-strike-hillsborough-theresa-may
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/may/18/scandal-of-orgreave-miners-strike-hillsborough-theresa-may


SHETLAND 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐   (series 5)

Categorisation: Detective drama (miniseries) 

Availability: Netflix (series 1-4), Acorn (series 5)

  

S toryline: In series 1 of Shetland we are introduced to 
Detective Inspector Jimmy Perez and his team who keep law 
and order in the Scottish Shetland Islands. Perez is a 
widower caring for his teenage stepdaughter, Cassie, with 

whom he has a warm and affectionate relationship. Cassie’s 
biological father, Duncan Hunter, shares the parenting role. Yet it 
is clear from the beginning, the two fathers couldn’t be me more 
different. Jimmy is thoughtful, responsible and authoritative, 
managing the daily challenges of raising a teenage daughter. 
Duncan, a scheming businessman and serial womaniser, now in 
his shaky second marriage, is an indulgent father to Cassie 
having been absent for much of her early life. This odd-couple 
relationship between Jimmy and Duncan provides a good deal of 
the humour for the series, giving an interesting human backdrop 
as the family of three rub along together. These characters, along 
with Tosh, Jimmy’s plucky female police colleague, and the 
dogged DC Sandy Wilson, become the cornerstone of this hugely 
popular series. Initially based on the novels of Anne Cleeves, 
David Kane has been the principal script writer throughout. It is 
a series that has received much critical acclaim and has clearly 
struck a winning formula. Kane has written a tense script of high 
quality for series 5. It’s a tough storyline of people smuggling, 
something we don’t really expect to find in the beautiful Scottish 
archipelago. The team is back together, but there is a noticeable 
shift. The crimes are somehow more intense, as we start to 
realise that Shetland is catching up with the nastier side(s) of 
crime that are more often found in the bigger cities. 



F ilm-craft: Most of the action is set in the beautiful Shetland 
Islands, a big viewer drawcard in itself. It is windswept, 
bleak and beautiful. There is a focus on the fisheries industry 

in this series, and the scenes have a solid ring of truth about 
them. One of the great strengths of Shetland is its use of local 
facilities which brings a strong authenticity to the programme. 
For example, viewers will be familiar with Jimmy’s waterfront 
home which appears in every series. It’s foundations under 
water, the house emerges from the sea and ends up on the 
kerbside of Shetland’s grey stone capital of Lerwick. 
Alternatively, many of the internal scenes are filmed in Glasgow, 
and as a backdrop to the action we get to see Sophie Cave’s 
visually expressive hanging heads installation at the Kelvingrove 
Art Gallery. 

C ast: Seasoned in the role, Douglas Henshall has played 
Jimmy Perez since the series began in 2013, and he plays the 
calm, empathic, yet steely-spined detective with aplomb. 
Mark Bonnar, who plays the feckless Duncan brilliantly, 

would have to be one of the best actors on UK television right 
now, while Alison O’Donnell as Tosh brings a lively presence to 
the series overall. 

P ersonal Comments: Fans of Shetland will see the 
compelling further development of characters in this series, 
with both Jimmy and Duncan portraying increasingly 

complex characters. Jimmy, who normally applies an 
objectivity to his policing, is tested by a romantic interest which 
presents a new side to his character. While there are one or two 
weaknesses in the plot, it is a satisfying continuation of a 
successful series. If you have yet to seen Shetland, then I suggest 
you start at series 1. It is a rewarding journey. 



SIX MINUTES TO MIDNIGHT 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  + ½

Categorisation: Spy drama (feature film) 

Availability: Apple TV

  

S toryline: Inspired by a true situation, Six Minutes to 
Midnight was directed by Andy Goddard (Downton Abbey), 
who also co-wrote the screenplay with Eddie Izzard and 
Celyn Jones. The film takes us into the world of the Augusta 

Victoria College, a finishing school for girls that was established 
exclusively for the daughters of the Nazi elite. It is 1939 and WW2 
is yet to be declared. One of the teachers at the school 
mysteriously disappears, and the headmistress, Miss Rocholl, is 
having trouble finding a suitable replacement. Soon the reasons 
for the teacher’s disappearance become clear – there are sinister 
activities afoot. While wary of Thomas Miller, the new applicant 
for the position, Miss Rocholl agrees to take him on. Soon they 
are embroiled in espionage as Britain and Germany teeter on the 
brink of war and the school finds itself at the centre of it. 

F ilm-craft: The Augusta Victoria College was actually situated 
in Bexham-on-Sea a small town in south east England, but 
the movie was filmed in Carmarthenshire, a county of South 

Wales. It is a wonderful setting, and cinematographer Chris 
Seager gets the most out of the stunning locations, in particular 
Penarth, Llandeilo and Swansea (Llansteffan Castle is featured 
early on, as is Penarth’s splendid Victorian pier). Seager excels in 
the first half of the film. His filming of the Nazi-influenced 
regimentation of the girls exercising is chilling. Unfortunately it 
all becomes less effective in the second half, when Seager has to 
try and make something of the comic scenes where Miller steals 



the uniform of a brass band musician, and embarks on seemingly 
never ending chases across never ending fields. Overall, the film 
has an old fashioned feel about it – one that might have been 
made in the 1930s or 40s, such as The Thirty-Nine Steps, but with 
the benefits of modern filming making. 

C ast: Actor, writer and comedian, Eddie Izzard co-wrote the 
script and also plays the key role of Miller, the new teacher. 
Izzard has clearly influenced the feel of the film, variously 
moving from the suave to the audacious to the comic. 

Ultimately this is at odds with the film’s initial framing of the 
story, and it creates a schism with respect to its intent – is it 
serious as the first scenes suggest, is it ( James)Bondesque, or is it 
a Boys-Own adventure? Disappointingly, as the film progresses, 
Izzard plays to the latter. Judy Dench as Miss Rocholl tries to 
bring some nuanced depth to the film, but not nearly enough. 
Celyn Jones, also co-writer of the screenplay, takes the role of the 
stereotyped but ultimately heroic Corporal Willis (although we 
never really find out what happened to him). In this genre-
confused film, despite a stellar cast, it’s difficult for anyone to 
make their mark. 

P ersonal Comments: The Augusta Victoria College existed 
in real life, and after seeing the film I’m left wondering why 
the leaders of the Nazi regime sent their daughters to 

England, and what it might have been like for the girls in a 
small English town with a swastica stitched into their school 
badge. It would surely have been a fascinating story, but not one 
that this film has chosen to tell. Rather, it takes a less interesting 
route of a fictionalised, and predictable spy drama. But if you 
enjoy an adventure film in the style of the 1930s then you may 
well like this one.    



SMOTHER 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Murder mystery (miniseries) 

Availability: TVNZ, ABC Freeview, Prime Video

  

S toryline: Directed by Irish filmmaker Dathaí Keane, 
Smother is a complicated family saga about a well-to-do 
County Clare couple, Val and Denis Ahern, and their three 
daughters, Jenny, Anna and Grace. It’s Val’s 50th birthday, 

and they are having a big party. For a multitude of reasons, it 
goes very badly. Secrets are exposed, tempers flare, and the next 
morning Denis’s body is found at the bottom of a nearby cliff. 
Determined to protect members of her family, Val does whatever 
she can to keep the Gardaí at bay. In a compelling whodunit, 
more and more family secrets tumble out, as motives are 
explored across enmeshed relationships. 

F ilm-craft: Filmed on location along the rugged west coast of 
Ireland, the series makes much of the area’s dramatic and 
beautiful scenery. The wild coastline is fabulous, dark, 

threatening and unpredictable, it engages with, and reflects, 
the emotional responses of the characters who are barely 
managing to hold things together. We see terrific small towns – 
Fanore with its gigantic limestone rock formations that are 
exposed at low tide, and the Ennistymon Cascades where the 
river gushes spectacularly over a wide ridge of rocks through the 
centre of the town. Moy House, a small coastal hotel they 
commandeered for the series, becomes the Ahern family home. 
It is gorgeous, and I have made a note of it should the prospect of 
travel ever come our way again. 



C ast: Smother has a large cast. In fact, it’s useful to have an 
Ahern family tree handy to made sense of the blended 
family arrangements, particularly in the first episode when 
we are introduced to them en masse (see https://

www.irishmirror.ie/tv/family-tree-revealed-rte-drama-23717647). 
But as the series progresses, we get to know them all, along with 
their strengths and foibles, of which they have plenty. It’s a 
strong cast, with Dervla Kirwan in the lead as Val, the family 
matriarch. She spends most of her time digging up secrets and 
then smothering them as fast as humanly possible. The strong 
relationship dynamics she has with her daughters propels the 
action forward as she calms things here, and causes havoc there. 
There are strong performances from all three sisters, Seána 
Kerslake does an effective job playing Grace, manic one minute, 
then calmer when she gets back on her meds. Niamh Walsh as 
Jenny and Gemma-Lea Devereux as Anna are equally as good. 
Danish actor, Thomas Levin, as the much maligned Carl (and 
Val’s love interest), is let down by a rather forced and peculiar 
accent, but it doesn’t detract from the drama. 

P ersonal Comments: This is a fast-moving and engrossing 
drama. If you like trying to work out a good whodunit, each 
episode gives you plenty of clues, red herrings, and cliff-

hangers that will keep you guessing. Six episodes worth 
watching. 

https://www.irishmirror.ie/tv/family-tree-revealed-rte-drama-23717647
https://www.irishmirror.ie/tv/family-tree-revealed-rte-drama-23717647


STARTUP 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Cyber-thriller (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: Ben Ketai created this 2016 American series that is 
now available and successfully streaming on Netflix. It tells 
the story of three people who band together to bring a new 
cryptocurrency, GenCoin, to the international financial 

market. Izzy, a dropout from Stanford University, has spent 
seven years creating the code for a currency that is ‘untaxed, 
unregulated and untraceable’. When she unsuccessfully pitches 
the idea to a mainstream investment company, Nick one of their 
young bankers, appreciates its potential and offers to 
independently fund GenCoin. Only one problem – which turns 
out to be a big one – he uses his father’s ill-gotten gains to 
support Izzy’s ambitious plan to change the world with her new 
currency. This brings Haitian American gang leader, Ronald, into 
the frame. Three hundred thousand dollars of the gang’s money 
has gone missing, and Ronnie soon finds that it’s made its way 
into the GenCoin startup fund. The unlikely trio then become 
partners in a scheme that will change their lives, but not 
necessarily as they expect. FBI agent Phil Rask is also after the 
money, and he will do anything to get it. The action then follows 
the serious, and often dangerous activities of the trio, as they 
find themselves sinking deeper and deeper into the murky 
underbelly of cyber crime. 



F ilm-craft: Most of the action takes place in Miami, and we 
get to see great parts of the city. The cinematography is 
sharp and contemporary, with the occasional unfortunate 

lapse into   shaky camera work when trying to give a sense of 
movement and chase. We could have done without that.  . 

C ast: Otmara Marrero (Izzy), Adam Brody (Nick), Edi Gathegi 
(Ronald) and the outstanding Martin Freeman (Phil) star in 
this fast moving and gripping drama. All bring intensity to 
their role, Izzy being the most infuriating, as we see the 

strain upon each character when things go wrong and their lives 
fragment. 

P ersonal Comments: Surprisingly, the critics gave Startup 
poor reviews when it was first released. This may have 
contributed to its initial lack of traction and streaming 

popularity. Certainly the gratuitous sex scenes in episode 1 did 
make me wonder whether it was a series I would want to 
continue with. But overall, Startup is a tense and entertaining 
series. Ubiquitous institutional corruption rests at its heart as 
wealth, ambition and power compromises everybody’s action. 
The writing is clever, powerful at the right moments, and it does 
a really good job of conveying the moral dilemmas and 
devastating lack of choice that drives much of the action. Series 3 
was released in 2018, long before it was taken over by Netflix, 
and although it took some time to bring the fractured pieces 
together, it ends the series cleverly. Despite it now being a 
streaming success for Netflix, I hope they are not tempted to 
consider a fourth series. There are only so many times you can 
build, lose and rebuild a world changing financial system…and 
sometimes it’s better to know when to stop. 



STATELESS 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Political drama (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: Set in the period prior to Australia’s offshore 
detention regime, this drama is one of the few that tackles 
the question of asylum seekers in detention. It brings into 
sharp focus Australia’s controversial policies that imprison, 

without trial, people seeking asylum who come to Australia by 
boat. Partly based on true events at the South Australian Baxter 
Detention centre near Port Augusta, the drama (at the fictional 
Barton centre) follows four main characters: Sofie Werner, a 
troubled Australian citizen who finds herself fleeing a cult before 
being mistakenly placed in the women’s section of a detention 
centre for illegal immigrants; Ameer, a detention centre refugee 
from Afghanistan who hopes to seek asylum for himself and his 
family, but is tragically separated from his wife and children; 
Clare Kowitz, a new general manager from the federal 
government who is sent to Barton with the instruction to cool 
the media attention and to get the place under control; and Cam 
Sandford, tempted by a much better salary and confident he can 
manage the job, leaves his dead-end job to work as a guard at 
Barton. Life at the centre is challenging for them all and each of 
them reach a breaking point, trapped by their differing 
circumstances within the centre’s toxic environment. 

F ilm-craft: Filmed on location at the Baxter Detention 
Centre, the series captures the bleak realism of a wire-fenced 
complex in a desolate desert setting. We also see scenes of 

Ameer and his family hopelessly trying to negotiate with 
people smugglers on the Indonesian Coast, and we see Sofie’s 
experience of life in the cult – a vulnerable young woman 



struggling to cope with life and exploitation. The scenes add 
authenticity to the harrowing experiences as life for both 
characters spiral downward. The handheld camera work 
provides a feeling of being right in there with the characters, 
particularly at the detention centre. It creates an acute sense of 
oppressiveness for all the characters.  . 

C ast: There are some terrific performances from a top class 
cast in this series. Making relatively brief appearances, Cate 
Blanchett (series co-creator) and Dominic West are both 
compelling and menacing as they exploit vulnerable people 

in their cult-like self-help group. Yvonne Strahovski is excellent 
as the damaged Sofie who ends up trying to escape them. Fayssal 
Bazzi playing Ameer is dignified, even as he brings tension, 
frustration and powerlessness to the role. The other two 
characters, Claire played by Asher Keddie, and Cam played by Jai 
Courtney, expose human frailties when their moral compass is 
tested within an inherently abusive setting. Jai Courtney is 
particularly good expressing a range of emotions as he 
undermines his own sense of what is right. Rachel House (the 
brilliant ‘no child left behind’ social worker in Hunt for the 
Wilderpeople) is convincingly nasty as the experienced security 
guard, and Soraya Heidari is impressive as Mina, Ameer’s 
daughter.    

P ersonal Comments:Reviews of the series have been varied. 
There is no doubt it is well done. And it is based on real 
experiences – even Sofie’s story is inspired by the 

experience of Australian citizen Cornelia Rau, a flight 
attendant with mental health concerns who was mistakenly 
detained in 2004 at the Baxter centre. While Sofie’s story is 
worth telling, it is the dominance of her story that has caused the 
most criticism, particularly the way in which it detracts from 
Ameer’s harrowing experience. Ameer’s story, and the 
thousands of refugee stories he represents, comes across as 
something of secondary interest. 



(THE) SUSPECT 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Murder mystery (miniseries)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: The Suspect is a five-part British police drama 
produced by Natasha Romaniuk and adapted for the screen 
by Peter Berry. Based on Michael Robotham’s 2004 debut 
novel of the same name, it tells the story of Dr Joe 

O’Loughlin, a clinical psychologist who has just discovered he 
has early onset Parkinson’s disease. Despite this, he dramatically 
and heroically saves the life of a young man who is intent on 
jumping from a narrow ledge of a high-rise building. Then, 
before he knows it he finds himself the prime suspect in the 
murder of a young woman who has a connection with his clinical 
practice. Suddenly he is looking decidedly shifty, shredding 
incriminating evidence, and entering the morgue without 
permission to stroke the victim’s arm as he softly whispers to her 
that he is sorry. Not surprisingly, the police, who had earlier 
engaged him as a consultant to the case, are interested in what 
he is up to. There are far too many coincidences for DI Ruiz’s 
liking. In order to clear his name, Joe starts his own investigation 
into the death, erratically moving from one suspect to another, 
only to find that the finger of suspicion returns to him and he is 
on the run again.   

F ilm-craft: This series certainly draws the audience in. From 
the first edge-of-seat rescue scene, and through the twists 
and turns of the police investigation, the series has a driving 

momentum. The high quality of the cinematography in the 



ITV production, however, doesn’t, make up for some significant 
holes in the plot and a notable lack of psychological coherence. 

C ast: Aidan Turner is impressive playing the unfortunate Joe. 
I hardly recognised the dashing star of Poldark and 
Desperate Romantics (in which he played the gorgeous Dante 
Rossetti). Turner is ably supported by a quality cast. Of 

particular note, Bobby Schofield is terrific as Joe’s disturbed 
client, and Shaun Parkes, as DI Vince Ruiz, manages to bring 
otherworldly elements of awkwardness to his role. 

P ersonal Comments: There is no doubt that The Suspect’s 
plot lacks a degree of credibility.  But if you are not too 
concerned about that, its entertaining momentum can be 

disconcertingly compelling. In fact, after the first episode you 
might just find yourself hooked. 



TED LASSO 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Comedy (miniseries)

Availability: Apple TV

  

S toryline: Rebecca Welton is the new owner of a London 
soccer team, the struggling AFC Richmond. She employs 
Ted Lasso, an American football coach from Kansas, to 
change the team’s fortunes. While Ted has had some 

success with coaching American football, he knows nothing at all 
about soccer. This becomes blatantly obvious in his first media 
interview which would be any media coach’s nightmare. The 
journalists shred him, ‘wanker’ becomes the new chant for the 
underwhelmed fan base, and his team just hopes he will leave 
soon. Ted is nevertheless unfailingly optimistic that things will 
come right. Rebecca agrees, although soon it is clear that she has 
an alternative motive for employing Ted as the new manager of 
the lacklustre team. 

F ilm-craft: This fine production takes us from the seedy 
environment of the locker room to the glamorous world of 
premier league sport. But in the end it’s the script that really 

sings in this series. Funny and clever, it democratises humour 
across a terrific set of characters. Ted’s performance spans a 
comical spectrum – laugh-out-loud slapstick one minute, then 
subtle humour as he challenges Rebecca’s HR practices or 
amuses us with his therapeutic insights. The script makes 
everyone else shine too. Sharp-witted Rebecca’s words cut like a 
knife as she mercilessly bullies her underlings (except, of course, 
the seemingly impervious Ted). Roy Kent, the ageing team 
captain, switches from anger to bafflement brilliantly. Keeley 



Jones’s sexual antics and innate sense of fun is a delight. And 
Rupert, Rebecca’s vile and manipulating ex-husband, gets some 
really nasty lines that compel us toward embracing  revenge. All 
in all, great writing.     

C ast: The whole cast is impressive in this series – as Ted Lasso 
would say, it’s the whole team that wins. But I will try to 
single out one or two. Comedian and Ted Lasso co–script-
writer Jason Sudeikis is really wonderful playing the 

irrepressible Ted Lasso. Despite his positivism, you simply can’t 
help but like him. Brendan Hunt, also co-writer, is equally 
impressive as the intimidating and angry Roy Kent. My favourite 
though is the fabulous Hannah Waddingham as Rebecca. In a 
nuanced and complex portrayal, she brings exactly the right 
amount of attitude to the show, and  has a great sense of 
(exasperated) comic timing. Her scenes with Keeley Jones, 
played engagingly by Juno Temple, are some of the best. Nick 
Mohammed as Nathan is lovely as the team’s self-effacing kit-
man, and Jeremy Swift is a delight as Higgins, Rebecca’s 
browbeaten assistant. Collectively, Ted Lasso brings together one 
of the best comic teams I have seen.  

P ersonal Comments: I am very late in coming to this show. 
Many people told me that I must see it, but frankly I could 
think of nothing worse than sitting through a series about 

football team coaching. Astonishingly, I find it to be an 
absolute delight. Ted Lasso, the character, is kind in the most 
appealing way. The production is very good. I’m confident it will 
dismantle any resistance you may have, leaving you open to its 
charms, along with its deeper messages of hope and resilience. I 
realise now that Ted Lasso is not primarily a show about sport. 
It’s a funny take on important conversations that could be had 
across all walks of life. I see there is a second series, and if they 
can keep up the standard of the first I’ll be right there bingeing 
my way through it.   



THIS ENGLAND 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐   

Categorisation: Docudrama (miniseries)

Availability: Apple TV

  

S
toryline: Michael Winterbottom’s six-part series begins in early 
2019 with a triumphant Boris Johnson winning the UK election 
after promising to ‘Get Brexit Done’. But within a year of being at 
Number 10, he finds himself confronting the devastating realities 

of the global pandemic. We all know the story from here – the slogans, 
the prime ministerial disregard for public health protections that are 
epitomised by his unbridled hand-shaking, and the utterly inept 
responses that plunged the UK into an even greater crisis than might 
have been the case. Although the series begins with something more 
akin to the satirical political series, In the Thick of It, very soon the 
vicious consequences of the government’s incompetence become clear 
as more and more people contract and die from Covid-19. 

F
ilm-craft: Winterbottom adopts a quick-fire journalistic TV news 
style in this docudrama, blending real news footage of national and 
international responses to the pandemic with fictional 

representations of Johnson, and his colleagues, family and friends. 
The rapid switching in scenes from Number 10 to the tragic human 
experiences in hospitals and care home, generates a palpable dramatic 
intensity. Each day of the unfolding pandemic we see on-screen 
statistics of reported cases in Britain, and the vastly greater ‘actual’ 
numbers, which I expect are provided for effect as they must surely be 
retrospective estimates. The series is often grim, and at times, gut-
wrenching. Johnson’s dreamlike hallucinations are less successful when 
he succumbs to covid-19. It is a jarring change in genre style that 
doesn’t work well at all. Winterbottom is on far safer ground when he 
exposes subtle and poignant representations of emotion. One of the 
most powerful is the scene in which a wife stands outside her 
husband’s care home window as she pleads with the nurse to put a 
bottle of her perfume on his bedside table so he will remember her. 



There are many deeply affecting moments like this, and Johnson’s 
dream-like scenes come across poorly by comparison. Many will also be 
surprised by the more sympathetic treatment of Boris Johnson in the 
final episode of the series, where he is portrayed in a somewhat more 
statesmanlike fashion while being accompanied by heroic music. 
Perhaps Winterbottom wanted to draw a picture of Boris experiencing 
a post-covid epiphany of sorts, but it certainly doesn’t resonate with my 
recollection of events. But then, This England doesn’t claim to be an 
accurate retelling of Britain’s experience of the coronavirus, raising 
vexatious questions about authenticity. 

C
ast: Barely recognisable, Kenneth Branagh is clearly having a 
grand time playing Boris as a bumbling buffoon who spends most 
of his time in a Churchillian stoop while quoting Shakespeare. It all 
adds to the disturbing appreciation that there is something rotten 

in the chaotic state of Westminster, and that things bode ill as Johnson 
mouths his spin-doctored slogans. Simon Paisley does a great job as the 
bullying and hypocritical Dominic Cummings, although the stronger 
focus on his undoing does undermine the power of the series in later 
episodes. But as far as the acting goes, all do well in this quality cast. 
Notable is Andrew Buchan as Matt Hancock, the often ignored but 
genuinely concerned health minister, and Ophelia Lovibond who 
manages to avoid being caricatured as Johnson’s pregnant partner, 
Carrie.  

P
ersonal Comments: This England  illuminates decision-making in 
Downing Street offices where the disrespectful nature of political 
life can most alarmingly be illustrated. It then juxtapositions this 

insular bubble of activity with the consequential and brutal realities 
of life outside Westminster as the pandemic overwhelms Britain’s 
health services. Overall, it is a disturbing watch, particularly given its 
closeness to our collective experience of the coronavirus. While the 
drama is gripping, in the end it fails to do justice to this tragic story and 
I expect it will be difficult to stomach for people who have lived 
through the losses. 



THREE PINES  

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐   

Categorisation: Crime drama (miniseries)

Availability: Prime TV

  

S toryline: Three Pines begins with a Christmas Eve protest 
outside a police station in Montreal. Yet another indigenous 
girl has gone missing and the protesters rile against the 
police and their lack of action. The protest shines a light on 

the disproportionate number of indigenous young women whose 
disappearances are inadequately investigated by police. This 
time seventeen-year-old Blue Two-River has gone missing, and 
her mother leads the protest. In the face of a hostile and violent 
response by some police, Chief Inspector Armand Gamache 
intervenes to de-escalate the situation, confronting his police 
colleagues and promising Blue Two-River’s mother that he will 
find her daughter. Perceived as interference by his boss, and as a 
punishment, Gamache is sent on a suspicious death assignment 
in Quebec’s rural Eastern Townships. As he and his team 
investigate the death, they uncover secrets in the tight-knit 
community that suggest a dark side to the quintessential 
Canadian village.     

F ilm-craft: Three Pines is a series of four mysteries, each of 
two episodes. Gamache’s enquiry into Blue Two-River’s 
disappearance runs across the eight episodes, providing 

layered depth to the  four-mystery series formula, which is 
otherwise based on the popular detective novels by Louise 
Penny. To date, only two episodes in the series are available for 



viewing, but in these the cinematography is beautiful and there 
are images of sheer brilliance, for example, the evocative and 
powerful recumbent snow figures outside the indigenous 
community centre. 

C ast: Alfred Molina is the perfect choice for the role of Chief 
Inspector Armand Gamache. He brings just the right 
amount of gravitas to the role. He is supported by a cast of 
fine actors, in particular, Elle-Máijá Tailfeathers and Rosif 

Sutherland as Gamache’s local officers, and Clare Coulter as the 
eccentric duck-carrying villager. Despite an excellent cast overall, 
there is a woodenness about the acting in the first two episodes 
that interferes with the flow. 

P ersonal Comments: The first Louise Penny mystery in the 
series has the feel of an Agatha Christie novel, with 
Gamache being Penny’s equivalent of Christie’s Hercule 

Poirot. Having read a couple of Penny’s novels, and having 
spent time in Quebec’s eastern townships, I was very keen to see 
how this production played out. While the first two episodes are 
entertaining enough, somehow they just miss out on reaching 
their full potential. That said, its multilayered indigenous theme, 
spectacular cinematography and fine cast may help it to settle 
into a series that is well worth the effort. 



(A) TRASH TRUCK CHRISTMAS  

Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Children’s animation (short film)

Availability: Apple TV, YouTube

  

S toryline: Little Hank’s best friend is a rubbish truck. Forget 
cutie prince and princesses – or indeed any other toys. It 
seems trash trucks are all the rage for preschoolers this 
Christmas. It has to be said that it is a pretty cute rubbish 

truck. And when Hank discovers that Trash Truck and his other 
animal friends don’t know about Christmas, he decides to get 
them up to speed and infuse their collective friendships with a 
festive spirit. Coincidentally, at a critical moment of present-
delivery, Santa crash-lands nearby. Hank’s little troupe, that also 
includes a sweet bear, a funny raccoon and a motherly house 
mouse, then work together to save Christmas. 

F ilm-craft: Although it’s an American film, it is set in a warm 
place. There is not a snowflake in sight. The colours are 
lovely and the animations are charming. 

C ast: Max Keane has created this nostalgic little film. It’s a bit 
of a family affair, with his son, Henry, speaking the part of 
Hank, his wife Megan as Hank’s mum, and Max’s father 
(Glen Keane) as Trash Truck. Hank’s other best friends 

complete the cast,  Donny the funny racoon (spoken by Lucas 
Neff ), Walter the gorgeous black bear (spoken by Brian 
Baumgartner), and Miss Mona, the mouse who manages to come 



across as everyone’s favourite mum (spoken by Jackie Loeb). 
John DiMaggio strikes a warm and reassuring tone as Santa. 

P ersonal Comments: I searched in vein to find a less 
saccharine Christmas film for review this year. In the end I 
did the next best thing and I found the shortest. This one is 

endearing, and is worth 28 minutes of your time, particularly 
if you have a preschooler around the house this festive season. 
I’ve given A Trash Truck Christmas four stars. It made me smile, 
and somehow it felt too Ebenezer Scrooge-like not to. 



(THE)TRAGEDY OF MACBETH  
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Shakespearean drama (feature film)

Availability: Apple TV,  Amazon Prime

  

S toryline: In this extraordinary production, director Joel 
Coen adapts the famous Scottish play, choosing to remain 
largely faithful to the original plot. Macbeth, one of the 
king’s generals, hears ‘three witches’ predict that he will 

become the King of Scotland, but that his heirs will not succeed 
him. Spurred by his ruthless and ambitious wife, Macbeth 
murders the king and gains the throne. Once there, in order to 
avoid suspicion and retain power, he is compelled to commit 
further murders. Consumed by guilt as the gravity of the crimes 
are fully realised, he and Lady Macbeth fall first into madness, 
and then meet their own deaths. 

F ilm-craft: Bruno Delbonnel’s cinematography in this 
production is really quite amazing. Filming in black and 
white brings a cold austerity to the film, creating a misty grey 

bleakness in the remote Scottish highlands. The massive 
cloisters and staircases inside the castle walls are presented 
theatrically in shadowed lighting. Every photographic frame is 
exhibition-worthy. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if some well-
known art gallery commandeers them for their next big 
exhibition. They really are that good. The challenging notion of 
how to bring the Birnam Wood to Dunsinane has vexed many a 
production, but not this one. It is answered with an impressive 
image of movement that illustrates the quality of inspired film 
making.       



C ast: In a star-studded cast, and notwithstanding fine 
performances by Denzel Washington as Macbeth and 
Frances McDormand as Lady MacBeth, it is Kathryn Hunter 
playing all three witches who is the most impressive. Hunter 

contorts her body in crow-like movements that brilliantly carry 
the supernatural elements of the play. It is a chilling and 
mesmerising performance. 

P ersonal Comments: Coen brother fans will have greatly 
anticipated the release of Joel Coen’s interpretation of 
Macbeth, and some may be surprised by its lack of action. 

While there are some bloody scenes, this is a brooding 
interpretation that studies the psychological elements from a 
distance, without getting too deeply involved. There is no doubt 
that Washington and McDormand are experienced 
Shakespearean actors, both powerfully commanding in different 
ways. But neither character’s slide into madness is particularly 
convincing. While there are some terrific scenes, the film doesn’t 
quite give them the time they need to take us through that 
harrowing transition. What is unusual about the film, 
nevertheless, is Coen’s casting of these two particular actors who 
are both in their mid-sixties. Although Shakespeare doesn’t give 
any indication of the characters’ ages in the play, the Macbeths 
are often perceived as an ambitious younger couple, intent on 
securing power. By positioning the characters in their later years, 
Coen adds further questions relating to the themes of children, 
parenthood and legacy to the mix. I expect this alone will keep 
academics arguing the toss for years. It is certainly a film to see. 



UPSTART CROW 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Period sitcom (miniseries) 

Availability: Apple TV, Stan

  

S toryline: Upstart Crow gives us a glimpse into the daily life 
of William Shakespeare. But this is no highbrow series. Here 
Ben Elton gives us the lowbrow-lowdown on Will’s work and 
family life. It is visually authentic with 16th century interiors 

and costumes, complete with ruffs and balloon frilled trousers. 
Then Ben Elton’s smart script gives us a new language – an 
Elizabethan and contemporary hybrid. “I am a dunceling 
clumbletrousers” says one erring character. And when the Bard 
is whining about his public transport trip from London to 
Stratford – an ongoing gag throughout the whole series – he 
complains “now we’re jammed together like two boobies in a 
bodice”. The twenty, half-hour episodes brought together by the 
BBC are clever, amusing, and great fun. It’s Ben Elton at his best. 

F ilm-craft: The set is relatively simple, mostly being staged in 
the Shakespeare kitchen at Stratford-upon-Avon, or the 
Bard’s lodgings in London, with an occasional Italian 

excursion. It is all beautifully filmed. The biggest achievement 
in the series though, is Ben Elton’s script – it is rich, fast, funny 
and intelligent. He uses the episodes to imagine how each of 
Shakespeare’s plays were written, and he does so brilliantly. 



C ast: The British comedian David Mitchell plays Shakespeare 
perfectly as he strives to take his rightful place as England’s 
most important literary figure. His family remain 
unconvinced of his talent, and the evil and conniving 

playwright and critic Robert Green, played wonderfully by Mark 
Heap, undermines him at every turn (it was in fact Robert Green 
who originally called Shakespeare an ‘upstart crow’ – a cutting 
critique of his character that has endured over time). Everyone 
does well in this series. But the standouts for me are Tim Downie 
playing the swaggering posh-boy Christopher Marlowe, and 
Gemma Whelan playing Will’s bright and lively, yet constantly 
put-down assistant Kate. She hilariously brings the 
contemporary feminist voice to the series. She wants to play 
Juliet on the stage, but Shakespeare and Marlowe scoffingly make 
the obvious clear to her – men play female roles far better than 
any woman can …what was she thinking! The only character 
striking a wrong chord in the series is Will Kempe, the famous 
English actor played by Spencer Jones. While Jones does it well, 
Elton’s parody of Ricky Gervais in The Office, is excessive and 
becomes tiresome as the series progresses. 

P ersonal Comments: While I didn’t like some of the really 
gross humour in Upstart Crow (I concede this might be a 
cultural thing – the British do seem to enjoy their lavatorial 

humour), I think it is a terrific series. For any fan of 
Shakespeare, this is definitely one to watch. But be prepared – 
like Ben Elton’s historical sitcom, Blackadder, it’s irreverent while 
being historically authentic – well almost. 



VIGIL 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  + ½

Categorisation: Police drama-thriller (miniseries) 

Availability: TVNZ, FOXTEL/Binge, Freeview AUS

  

S toryline: Experienced British screenwriter Tom Edge brings 
this six-episode BBC drama to the screen. It is a series that is 
filmed mostly on board a submarine, the fictitious Royal 
Navy HMS Vigil to be precise. The story begins dramatically 

with a fishing vessel being dragged below the waves, slowly and 
distressingly, by something we can’t identify. Then a body is 
found on board the submarine, a crew member who is 
reportedly a victim of a heroin overdose. It’s an unexplained 
death, and so the Police become involved and DCI Amy Silva is 
called upon to investigate. Amy has her own set of issues, 
including a fear of confined spaces, which is not helpful on a 
submarine and this inevitably plays into the plot. Adding to this, 
she has recently experienced a family tragedy and is suffering 
PTSD. But she is nevertheless relentless in her pursuit of the 
truth surrounding the death of Petty Officer Burke, and this 
places her at odds with a naval hierarchy that has little time for 
her or her investigation. The plot thickens as Amy digs deeper 
and realises that there are many dangers to be found in a big 
silver tube below the waves.   

F ilm-craft: Carefully recreating conditions aboard a ballistic 
missile submarine, the cinematography is excellent. The 
terrific camerawork showing Amy being lowered from a 

helicopter into the submarine is a good example of the quality 
of the filmmaking. The scenery on land is equally impressive, 
with beautiful shots of Ayrshire in Scotland. 



C ast: The series brings together an impressive cast, and 
everyone does well. Suzanne Jones stars as DCI Amy Silva 
(Line of Duty) playing a claustrophobe, while at the same 
time presenting as a competent investigator – at least most 

of the time. Martin Compston, also from Line of Duty, plays Petty 
Officer Burke in his usual serious way, and Shaun Evans (Morse 
in Endeavour) does a great job as the Human Resources 
coxswain, Elliott Glover (you never really quite know what to 
make of him). Scottish actor Rose Leslie (Game of Thrones) does a 
fine job as Amy’s detective on solid ground, Kirsten Longacre 
(interestingly, she is the great-great-granddaughter of Frederick 
Weld, New Zealand’s sixth prime minister). Paterson Joseph as 
the Commanding Office of HMS Vigil also does an effective job 
trying to manage tensions and hostilities on board.              

P ersonal Comments: This is a very entertaining series that is 
gripping throughout. It gets a bit silly in the middle when 
the plot becomes increasingly implausible, and I’m not sure 

it needs the romantic subplot. But if you are prepared to 
suspend disbelief for a while and like a police drama with plenty 
of twists and turns, you will probably like this one. 



(THE) WOMAN IN THE WINDOW 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Thriller (feature film)

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: British director Joe Wright created Woman in the 
Window, an American thriller based on A.J. Finn’s best-
selling novel of the same name. Wright is an experienced 
filmmaker, with several successful films under his belt 

(Atonement, Pride & Prejudice, Anna Karenina). The film tells the 
story of Anna Fox, a child psychologist who has been unable to 
leave her house for almost a year. She is receiving counselling for 
agoraphobia, an intense anxiety condition that makes her 
terrified of going outside. From the sanctity of her brownstone 
house in New York she watches her neighbours, an obsession 
that becomes overwhelming and dangerous as she witnesses the 
murder of a woman across the street. She calls the police, but 
things may not be as they seem. The wine that she drinks to 
excess, combined with her medication, renders her incapable of 
clear thinking. Hallucinations are a side effect of her medication. 
The police have doubts. And then, so does Anna. Through a 
series of creepy encounters, flashbacks, and distorted scenes 
that parallel her deteriorating mental health, the film works 
through what is real and what is not. 

F ilm-craft: The film is unmistakably influenced by Hitchcock 
classics of the 1950s and 60s. In fact, it has Rear Window 
playing endlessly on a television in Anna’s house. It is a 

constant reminder to us how much it seeks to emulate 
Hitchcock, just in case we happened to miss it – but there is little 
chance of that, given the heavy overtones. Unsurprisingly, most 



of the action occurs in Anna’s house, which is large and dark, 
with plenty of stairs and sinister corners. Cinematically, it gives 
an intriguing feel of a stage-play, moving from one scene to the 
next, cleverly pausing to allow us the full impact of the staged 
set. 

C ast: Amy Adams gives a strong and nuanced performance as 
Anna. The scenes where she becomes suspicious of her 
tenant, who lives in the basement, are taut and cleverly 
portrayed. Wyatt Russell is also good as the tenant, David, 

an itinerant singer, who is variously supportive of Anna, then 
exasperated by her intrusive behaviour. Julianne Moore, playing 
Anna’s neighbour Jane, overplays her role – even for someone 
who likes to live life on the edge. 

P ersonal Comments: Having read the book, I was looking 
forward to the film. I recall the novel being full of twists and 
turns, and other similar books had been successfully 

brought to the screen, for example, Gone Girl. But I was 
disappointed. While Woman in the Window has a strong cast, and 
an experienced director, it somehow manages to miss the mark. 
Some of scenes are excellent. It starts off well, but in the end, it 
fails to keep you wondering, or even caring about what happens. 
The only thing I wondered about was whether I would see the 
film through to the end. 



(THE) YOUNG POPE 
(THE) NEW POPE 

Rating:   The Young Pope (season 1) ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐
The New Pope (season 2) ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  ⭐

Categorisation: Drama (miniseries)
Availability: Available in different platforms in different regions

S
toryline: Italian director, screenwriter and writer, Paolo 
Sorrentino, brought the extraordinary series The Young Pope to the 
screen in 2016. This was followed by its much awaited sequel, The 
New Pope, in 2020. Series 1 takes us into the Vatican where a young 

American cardinal, Lenny Belardo, is about to become Pope Pius XIII. 
The scheming cardinals responsible for his election are at first 
confident that they will be able to control the new pope. But soon they 
regret their lack of recruitment due diligence. It turns out the 
handsome young Pius XIII is brash, manipulative, cruel, ultra-
conservative, funny, yet extremely difficult to like – at least in the first 
few episodes. Furthermore, he radiates sexuality. Even more 
disconcertingly for the conclave, he is bent on reform – but not of the 
progressive or enlightened kind. His road to universal godliness blazes 
with fire and brimstone as he exercises ubiquitous and unchecked 
papal power to achieve a newfound medievalism. The cardinals’ 
collective feathers are well and truly ruffled. But then, in a profoundly 
compelling analysis of faith and doubt, the series explores the essence 
of human fallibility, religious reverence and the enigma of the papacy. 
Series 2, The New Pope, also begins with a conclave, and after further 
missteps by the Holy See, they elect the aristocratic British cardinal and 
socialite Sir John Brannox, thus beginning the reign of Pope John Paul 
III. The new pope is wise, detached, joyless, ambivalently philosophical 
and a good deal older than his predecessor. Like Pius XIII though, he 
has his demons. Through his smudged mascara (an eccentricity the 
cardinals ought to have paid heed to), the melancholic Sir John eyes 
them distractedly whilst verbalising cerebral meanderings that set the 
scene for absurdities to come. Later, once Brannox is secured as 
pontiff, Pius XIII reappears, and everyone is forced to resolve how to 
manage two popes in the Vatican. 



F
ilm-craft: The cinematography is a major achievement in these 
two productions. The Vatican does not allow filmmakers within its 
walls, and so the production designer for the series, Ludovica 

Ferrario and her team recreated parts of the Vatican in Rome, 
including a full-scale replica of the Sistine Chapel and its antechamber, 
the spectacular Sala Regia. Great use was made of monumental 
buildings across Italy, and also the lush and beautiful gardens that can 
be found outside Rome. The results are truly extraordinary. At an 
estimated cost of $45 million, The Young Pope is Italy’s most expensive 
TV production. It is a sumptuous feast for the eyes. 

C
ast: The acting throughout series 1 and 2 is outstanding. Jude Law 
is splendid as Lenny, the saintly sinner who is not sure he even 
believes in God. He is wild, menacing, and focused. At the same 
time, he is haunted by personal uncertainties. His successor, Sir 

John Brannox, played deliciously by John Malkovich, is indifferent, also 
plagued by wavering convictions and a complex and tragic history. But 
once installed in the Vatican he begins to take the job more seriously, at 
least in a languid John Malkovich sort of way. Silvio Orlando, as 
Cardinal Voiello, the Machiavellian Secretary of State, is nothing short 
of brilliant as he schemes to achieve his personal ambitions. Javier 
Cámara is excellent as Cardinal Bernardo Gutierrez, the wisest and 
most compassionate of all, but with his own self-loathing secrets. There 
are many splendid performances across the two series, but these four 
characters capture, in cleverly nuanced ways, the complexity of human 
fallibility, aspiring humanity, and the very essence of what it is to have 
faith.    

P
ersonal Comments: There has never really been a series anything 
like The Young Pope and its sequel – surreal, seductive, stylish, and 
often very funny. The productions are irreverent yet curiously 

respectful; humorous yet profoundly serious. The second series 
doesn’t quite have the focus and tightness of the first, meandering into 
subplots that undermine the central narrative of the series. But there is 
nevertheless something deeply fascinating about the Vatican and the 
men who control it. The characters are not particularly likeable in the 
first couple of episodes of the series, but if you persevere, and if you 
are able to roll with its overall weirdness, it is addictive. In fact, you 
may even need to go back for a second look.  



YOUNG WALLANDER 
Rating:   ⭐  ⭐  ⭐  

Categorisation: Detective drama (miniseries) 

Availability: Netflix

  

S toryline: Plot:  This is the third detective series that has 
been adapted from Henning Mankell’s successful books 
about the Swedish Police Inspector, Kurt Wallander. The 
first, a Swedish series starring Krister Henriksson was 

produced in 2005, quickly followed by the British series starring 
Kenneth Branagh in 2008. In this 2020 series we glimpse into the 
early life of Wallander as he makes his way in the Malmö police 
department. He lives in a social housing block. His neighbours, 
mostly immigrants, don’t know he is a policeman – if they had 
known, they‘d be unlikely to trust him. Then one night a murder 
takes place at the complex, a white teenage victim, inflaming 
deep tensions within the community. Wallander becomes 
involved, and we watch him in action as he and his colleagues 
investigates the crime. 

F ilm-craft: Stylish and well done, there are some good views 
of Malmö, it’s seedy areas and it’s more swept-up environs. 



C ast: The casting is curious. The young Wallander is played 
rather dourly by Adam Pålsson. Being a Swedish actor he 
speaks English with a Swedish accent. So far so good. But 
then we find that the other main characters all speak 

English with a variety of British accents – we have cockney, 
geordie, Scottish accented people…playing Swedish people in the 
unmistakably Scandinavian city of Malmö. It’s all rather post-
modern and I wasn’t sure what we were supposed to make of it. 

P ersonal Comments: The young Wallander series taps into 
what appears to be a growing curiosity about the early lives 
of well known TV detectives. The Young Montalbano, 

produced in 2012 was the Italian prequel to Inspector 
Montalbano. In 2015 the British prequel to Prime Suspect (Prime 
Suspect 1973) gave us a look into the early life of Inspector Jane 
Tennison. And, of course, the hugely successful Endeavour 
(2012), was the prequel to the long-running British series 
Inspector Morse. In all the earlier adaptations the filmmakers 
recreated the world of the protagonist’s earlier life – often 
beautifully visualised with excellent period detail.  The Young 
Wallander departs from this, filming Kurt as a young man, but in 
the present day. Whether this was another postmodernist 
jumble, or whether Netflix was just trying to save money, for me 
it didn’t really work. While it clearly tackled contemporary 
issues, it prevented us from getting a sense of what shaped 
Wallander’s early career – what was happening in 1960s Sweden 
and how this influenced his developing police work. This made it 
a less successful prequel, but overall it wasn’t a bad 
contemporary series. And we certainly got to see and 
understand something of the concerns of disaffected migrant 
groups in Sweden. As a stand-alone, non-prequel, I might have 
given it another half star. 
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