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It is Brooklyn, 1935. The McCourt family, Malachy Sr and Angela and their four sons, live in a tenement. When their newborn daughter dies, Angela's mother sends money for their fare back to Limerick.

Limerick seems worse than Brooklyn, a life of grinding poverty in the wet and dirty slums of the city. The twin boys die. Frank goes to school and makes his first communion. His mother is a devout Catholic but his alcoholic father, Malachy, is a Catholic 'outsider' from Belfast. While his father often disappears, drinking and wasting his wages, Angela is forced to ask for charity from her family. When Frank is able, he gets a job as a coalman's assistant. The work nearly blinds him with conjunctivitis.

Malachy Sr goes to England to find work. He always promises great things for his family, yet he always drinks his good intentions away. He briefly visits the family in Limerick but then disappears.

When they are evicted, the family live with their cousin, Laman, who demands a sexual liaison with Angela. Frank is now employed delivering telegrams. He meets a young woman, Theresa, who is dying of consumption, and has a brief affair with her. He goes to the church, angry at God, but meets a Franciscan, Fr Gregory, who is able to give him spiritual comfort, absolution and good advice.

Frank also works for a moneylender, doing the rounds to demand repayments. When she dies, he finds her stash of money. He decides to use it to go back to America, despite his mother's pleas.

Frank McCourt won a Pulitzer Prize for his memoir of growing up in Limerick in the 1930s and 1940s. It sold millions of copies in the English-speaking world. He followed it with another memoir, Tis. Alan Parker's film version is filled with grey clouds and rain, very grim. It is not without some hope, at least for Frank McCourt who could leave Limerick and go back to America.

The film opens with a comment about the harsh effects of a Catholic childhood: the poverty, the genial but alcoholic father, the mother worn out by bearing children, several of whom die, the hard-hearted extended family and, of course, the strict Irish Catholicism with its piety and devotions, its loyalty and its imposing of doctrine and severe church authorities (especially the Christian Brothers who won't let poor children into their college), the sense of sin and of guilt.  

There is far more to Angela's Ashes, especially themes of family relationships and of work and unemployment, but the Church theme pervades, redeemed for Frank by a fine prayer and confession sequence where the adolescent boy goes to the church. As he kneels before a statue of St Francis, a common-sensed and sympathetic priest listens to Frank's faltering words, especially about his sexual encounter with his consumptive girlfriend. He absolves and encourages him.

Australian Laura Jones adapted McCourt's book. She has written screenplays for High Tide, An Angel at My Table, Oscar and Lucinda and The Well. Alan Parker also re-worked the script and directed the movie. His work over more than two decades includes classics like Bugsy Malone, Fame, Midnight Express, The Commitments and Evita.

Emily Watson is the anchor for the movie giving a sympathetic portrait of Angela, a good woman who has to survive against the overwhelming odds of poverty, loss of children, an alcoholic and deserting husband and an exploitative cousin. Robert Carlyle shows the charm of Malachy McCourt as well as his ultimate irresponsibility. The three young actors who portray Frank are completely persuasive.
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