NEW RELEASES

Ammonite

Francis Lee’s follow-up to his first film, God’s Own Country (2017), is a story
similarly entrenched in the wild beauty and weather-beaten roughness of
British landscape, where the interpersonal hardness reflects a tough
environment and economic scarcity. The first sound to hit the senses is of
hard graft: the film reveals a woman on her knees, scrubbing tiles, over which
a procession of gentlemen trample as they rush to admire the British
Museum’s latest acquisition — one of Mary Anning’s ‘sea lizards’.

Like Lee’s debut, Ammonite is fiercely sensorial. Johnnie Burn’s sound design
wraps the protagonists’ world in the unrelenting coastal winds and crashing
white water that drags through the shore’s shingle. The thick slippery clay of
Lyme Regis’s cliffs replaces the mud of the Yorkshire Dales, but the blood,
urine and spit continue to flow. This time around, though, the shit is fossilised,
as protagonist Mary Anning bluntly informs hopeful novice fossil-hunter Mr
Murchison.

Kate Winslet serves up dour-faced, cold pragmatism in her role as the
renowned palaeontologist and fossil-collector Mary Anning. Ammonite
imagines a romance for a woman whose love life remains a mystery. When Mr
Murchison heads abroad, leaving his fragile wife Charlotte to heal from an
ambiguous trauma, Mary grudgingly agrees to let her trail along on her beach
excursions: ‘Looks to be fuck-all wrong with you to me,’ she mutters to
hersel.

God’s Own Country co-star Alec Secareanu returns as Dr Lieberson, a new
medic in town, who develops feelings for Mary and, as in that earlier role, is
met with suspicion. Lee taps into the barbed mistrust that characterises
small-town life, surfacing in the wide-eyed horror of Mary’s mother Molly as
she detects the unmistakable lilt of an overseas accent.

Gemma Jones — another actor from God’s Own Country — repeats her role as
a reticent, grumpy mother figure who has led a hard life. Again, she watches
her child with silent disapproval — initially, the wordless nature of Mary and
Molly’s relationship leaves it unclear who this cohabiting character is. The lack
of warmth and intimacy is palpable. ‘Mary!” she shrieks from another room in
the house, demanding her daughter’s undivided attention, and evoking the
co-dependent bond of the two Edie Beales in the 1975 documentary Grey
Gardens.

The Annings’ reticence suggests the guardedness that comes with a hard life.
Mary’s family is working-class, her mother sickly, her father dead. The
economic burden is on Mary’s shoulders, and on top of that she’s not
welcomed into their boys’ club by geologists who can afford to indulge as a
hobby what for her is a livelihood. Mary builds up Charlotte’s confidence, in a
world where men automatically make decisions for her.

Saoirse Ronan’s Charlotte is pallid and timid and, with her manners and
finery, from a different world. Yet in turn they bring each other out of their
shells, a risk perhaps communicated with strongest clarity in Stephane
Fontaine’s poetic cinematography: a magpie on the damp grey promenade,
holding a snail shell in its beak. Like ammonites, the spiral symbolises life; this



shell is a bit broken but has been seen in a different light, a thing of value to
another living creature.

Sophie Brown, Sight & Sound, April 2021

Palaeontologists have tended to be imagined by filmmakers as action heroes
(Sam Neill in Jurassic Park) or stuffy scientists offered up for laughs (Cary
Grant in Bringing Up Baby, Ross from Friends). Francis Lee’s remarkable new
film Ammonite excavates a very different fossil hunter: Mary Anning, a real-life
19th-century palaeontologist, played here, often covered in mud, by Kate
Winslet. The second feature from the director of God’s Own Country (2017)
bears many similarities with his striking debut: it’s an intimate character study
about a solitary, withdrawn figure embarking on a tender romance, told with
meticulous attention to realism.

Winslet has played many headstrong characters in the past but none as gruff,
wary and introverted as she makes Anning. Saoirse Ronan’s Charlotte
Murchison, a sickly upper-class woman abandoned by her husband to
Anning’s care in Lyme Regis, tempts Anning out of her shell and is herself
transformed in the process. The chemistry between the pair as their tentative
relationship flourishes is a joy to watch. Winslet’s Anning, Lee tells me on the
phone from his remote home in rural Yorkshire, is much like the mollusc of the
film’s title: “They both have a hard shell around themselves to protect their
very vulnerable centre.’

After God’s Own Country, which touched on raw Brexit-era issues in the UK,
such as immigration, Lee had no intentions of delving into the UK’s past. ‘I
never thought | would make a period film,” he admits. “There’s a set way In
which period films are made, particularly British period films: the Austen and
Forster adaptations, or the Merchant lvory films. Although | enjoy them, they
wouldn’t be films | would ever make because they’re about representing the
past in a very glossy way. Often period films are not about the ordinary
person’s experience in that period, they’re about the upper classes or the
middle classes... That’s not really my vibe.’

Lee had never heard of Anning but stumbled across her online when he was
researching rocks to buy as a present for his ex-boyfriend. ‘Instantly, she
struck a chord with me. She was born into poverty and, despite having no
education, no privilege in her life whatsoever, she rose to be the leading
expert in her field throughout her lifetime — but was ignored by a totally
patriarchal, class-ridden society. Mary primarily did it to earn money, to put
food on the table, to survive. And I’m really drawn to survivors.

‘| was also drawn to her because there was virtually nothing written about her
by contemporaries beyond her discoveries; there’s nothing about her
personal life. | found two descriptions of her by contemporaries. One
described her as lovely and warm and [that she] liked children. And the other
one described her as a grumpy, difficult woman whose shop was dirty. And
that was it.’

Anning was unconventional in other intriguing ways too. ‘There is no evidence
whatsoever that she ever had a relationship with a man,’ Lee says. ‘But there
IS evidence she had close friendships with women.’

He points to research about women and female same-sex relationships in the
18th and 19th centuries. ‘There was so much evidence of letters written by
women to other women about deep, passionate loving relationships that were
totally underground. At the time, society believed women had no sexual



pleasure organs so the idea of two women being together was just not even
thought about.’

Lee felt it important to cast an English actor in her forties, both to reflect
Anning’s age accurately at the time the events are set and to bring an
understanding of the country’s class dynamics. Winslet, he says, was on
board as soon as she read the script, and committed to Lee’s very physical
and lengthy way of working, spending four months before the shoot building
the character.

‘Kate, as an actor, has no vanity,” Lee says. ‘She went out and fossilled on
those beaches in Lyme Regis for weeks and weeks and really learned how to
do it all. She climbed those cliffs and got dirty, wet, tired and achy. She just
threw herself into all of that.’

Ronan, Lee says, brings to Charlotte the ability to transform from ‘a doll into a
fully grown, empowered woman’ — and was equally game, though her role
required less physical grit and more needlework and piano practice.

Lee eschews improvisation, seeing extensive preparation rather as a way of
enabling those involved to understand ‘how did they become these people in
this script?’

Winslet, he says, was adamant that Mary’s motivations and conditions should
be clear at all times. ‘Yes, she can be unlikeable, but why is she unlikeable”?
We have to understand that’s coming from a place of insecurity. Kate was
prilliant at safeguarding that.’

He continues: “The wonderful thing about her performance is her stillness and
how she portrays all these internalised emotions. We worked very, very hard
on those things, because they are very different from who Kate is, and the
characters she’s played before.’

Isabel Stevens, Sight & Sound, October 2020
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