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ReviewedbyCatherineWheatley

EchoesofBenhZeitlin’sBeasts of the SouthernWild
(2012)hauntdocumentarianKimMordaunt’s
debut feature, anenergetic coming-of-age tale
sethalf aworld away fromNewOrleansbut
infusedwitha similar atmosphereofwetness
andwonder.TheRocket’s action takesplace in
present-dayLaos, thoughat times it looks like a
fantastic sci-fi land–Avatar’s Pandora revealed
tobeEarthafter all.As it begins, ten-year-old
Ahlo’shome is about tobeflooded for the
buildingof a seconddamtomatch theexisting
futuristic structure that loomsover theverdant
landscape, andhis family is tobe relocated.An
underwater sequence seesAhlo swimming in
thedamlake, skimmingover roofs and rafters,
thehomesof the last locals tobemovedon.

InLaotian superstition,Ahlo (sweet, strutting
streetkidSitthiphonDisamoe)maybea ‘cursed
child’, a twinwhose siblingwas stillborn.When
tragedy strikes en route tohis family’snewhome,
thepredictions seemtobeborneout. Then
the “newhouse, good landandgenerous cash
payout” thatAhlo’s fatherhasbeenpromised
via anoxious corporatevideo turnsout tobea
squalid shantymadeupof corrugated tinand
torn sheets. Electricity is promisedbut is available
only to companyemployees.Ahlo’s incandescent
Furyof agrandmother (themarvellous
BunsriYindi, best knownto international
audiences from2003’sOng-Bak) pronounces
himresponsible; theirneighbours, seekinga
scapegoat for theirmisery, runhimoutof camp.

The subsequentDisneyesqueodyssey, in
whichagrief-strickenandguilty childwanders
thewildernessbefore restoringhis goodname,
is lent freshness andedgeby the setting in
present-dayLaos, a countryperchedon the
brinkof industrialisationyet still hauntedby
the legacyofwar.Dormantbombs lie scattered
across its gorgeous landscapes, “sleeping
tigers” that lend thefilmitsmostpotent and
surreal imagery– suchas anelephant’s trunk
wrappedaround the thick, phallichuskof an
unexplodedmissile.GuidingAhloandhis
familyon theirprecarious journey is rice-wine-
soused, JamesBrown-obsessedUnclePurple

(Thai actorThepPhongam),named for the
livid suithewears in tribute tohis idol – agift,
we learn, fromtheAmericanswithwhomhe
collaboratedduring thewar. Purple is theghost
of Laos’s past, butwhetherhe’s a good spirit
or abadone isnot always clear.Hisparting
gift toAhlo is topasson thebomb-making
techniques theAmericans taughthim, so that
Ahlo canenter a rocket-makingcompetition.

TheRocketbuildsonMordaunt’s 2007
documentaryBombHarvest,which followed
anAustralianbomb-disposal specialist
working inLaos and featured the childrenwho
collectedbombs to sell as scrap. Its fable-like
quality is bothoffset and redoubledby the
documentary techniquesMordaunt employs,
while the child’s-eyeperspective captured
byDPAndyCommis through theuseof a
mostlyhandheld camera lendsbothadults
andobjects anoff-kilter disproportion.

Thecombinationofvéritéand fairytale
calls tomindClioBarnard’s recentThe
SelfishGiant, anotherfilminwhich scrap
metalholds adangerous allure for its child
protagonists.TheRocket lacks thatfilm’s
nuancedperformances andpacks a far softer
punch, but thedoggedoptimismofferedby
this glimpseof a country caughtbetween
opposing forces isnonetheless exhilarating.

The Rocket
Australia/Laos 2013
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Laos, the recent past.Awoman,Mali, gives birth to
twins but one of them is stillborn. She ignores her
mother’s advice that she should kill the survivor
(according to Laotian superstition, one twin is cursed
and one lucky) naming himAhlo. Some ten years
later,Ahlo’s family are to be relocated due to the
construction of a dam that will flood their ancestral
home.Ahlo’s grandmotherTaitok suspects that he is the
cause of this bad luck, andwhenMali is killed en route
to their new home she declares him evil.The relocation
camp turns out to be a wastelandwithout electricity
or running water.Ahlo befriends nine-year-old orphan
Kia and her uncle Purple.His bodged attempt to route
electricity to their home results in his family being
driven out of the camp.With Kia and Purple they travel
across a countryside littered with unexploded bombs to
a village where a rocket-building competition is to take
place,with a cash prize for the winner.Ahlo enters the
competition and,with help from his father Toma and
Purple, he triumphs.As his rocket explodes, long hoped-
for rain falls on the village.Ahlo is declared not only the
winner of the competition but also a bringer of luck.
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“I don’t enjoybeing inall-male company,”
says groom-to-beFionan (HughO’Conor) in
this Irish comedy. It’s a refreshing twist on the
frat-boyantics of the likesofTheHangover, and
some laughs ensueasFionanandhis relatively
sensible groupof friends try to enjoya stag
weekendwithout the interferenceof thebride’s
machobrother ‘theMachine’ (co-writer Peter
McDonald).A standout scene sees Fionan’s best
manDavin (Sherlock’sAndrewScott) trying to
dissuade the interloper from joining thegang,
leavingavoicemail claiming that theweekend
will be a soberwalking retreat. But the ideaof
theMachineproves funnier than the reality:
his reckless alpha-male antics are essentially
a series of so-so sketches involving theusual
suspects: nudity, drugs and farmerswith shotguns
(debutwriter-director JohnButler beingbest
known forTVsketch showYourBadSelf).

Thedialogue isfitfullyunconvincingbut
TheStag is betterwhen tacklingdramatic
subjects, including theMachine’s soft side, a
gay character’s relationshipwithhis father
andDavin’s attachment to thebride.AsDavin,
Scott is by far themost interesting character,
andneither the scriptnor theperformances
helpusunderstandwhyAmyHuberman’s
Ruthwould choose thedrab, self-absorbed
Fionanoverhim. It’s aproblemfromwhich
thiswell-intentionedfilmnever recovers.
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Ireland, the present.At the insistence of his fiancée
Ruth,metrosexual Fionan reluctantly agrees to
have a stag do prior to their wedding. Ruth also
insists that he invite her notorious brother, known
as ‘theMachine’.Themen go hiking and camping,
and Fionan and his friends gradually warm to the
initially obnoxiousMachine.After takingMDMA,
theMachine reveals that he has separated from
his wife. Fionan’s bestman Davin,who is Ruth’s
ex, confesses to Fionan that he is still in love with
her. Fionan reacts angrily.TheMachine reconciles
with his wife. Davin and Fionanmake amends
and the wedding goes ahead successfully.
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