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Drama – Shank (18)

As savage as Lord Of The Flies, as devastating as kids, and as nightmarish as Irreversible, Shank is a drug-fuelled, cum-drenched, slam-dunk dance through the mean streets of Bristol. Tapping into contemporary nihilsim – happy-slapping, gang culture, DIY porn and barebacking hook-ups – and cut with a razor blade, it’s the most thrilling, terrifying coming-out story you’ll have seen in years, welcoming debut director Simon Pearce and his team of unknown actors as explosive new talents. 4/5. On release September 11th. Andrew Copestake.

Socialist Review

Quote: “"At a time when prejudiced crap like Bruno makes a box-office hit, we need more films like SHANK instead - films that show real people coming to terms with their sexuality and hopefully confronting and dispelling the homophobic ideas in the heads of those who see them."

Shadows on the wall – Rich Cline

SHANK

dir Simon Pearce; scr Darren Flaxstone, Christian Martin

prd Christian Martin, Robert Shulevitz

with Wayne Virgo, Marc Laurent, Alice Payne,

     Tom Bott, Garry Summers, Bernie Hodges,

     Louise Fearnside, Christian Martin, Oliver Park

release US May.09 mglff, UK 11.Sep.09

09/UK 1h28 **** 4/5

 

Locally produced in Bristol with an up-and-coming cast and crew, this drama is remarkably tough, constantly challenging our preconceptions. It also transcends its budget to create interesting characters and some truly harrowing situations.

 

Cal (Virgo) is a teenager afraid to reveal his real desires to his friends, a gang of happy-slappers who torment anyone who's different from them. Sneaking around having anonymous sex with men, Cal is terrified his gang will discover that he's gay. But he goes out on a limb to rescue the French student Olivier (Laurent) from a beating, and the two become more than friends. Meanwhile, a former one-night stand (Summers) offers Cal a way out of his violent world. But his pals Jonno and Nessa (Bott and Payne) won't leave things alone.

 

The real revelation here is 21-year-old director Pearce, who with his first film creates a fresh and provocative atmosphere that focuses on the characters while allowing us to feel the fierce, emotionally charged world they live in. It's a bracingly honest approach to chav culture, capturing complexities of sex and sexuality, as well as the violence, with remarkable insight. It's rare to see a film present homophobia as honestly as this, combining paranoia with confusion and self-loathing.

 

This style of filmmaking also creates characters who, even though they take sides in the ensuing drama, have layers of complexity woven through their back stories. Virgo and Bott are especially good, creating a strong physicality between Cal and Jonno that suggest all kinds of issues and reveals itself in unexpected ways. And beyond their strong chemistry, they're remarkably effective in their own intensely dramatic scenes. The other standout is Payne, a star in the making who's simply astonishing as the ruthless ringleader.

 

The film is punctuated by some fairly intense violence, and the brutal climax is pretty hard to watch. This sequence is both full-on and overwrought, while some other scenes feel somewhat cliched. And the script is held together by rather too may coincidental connections between the various characters. But none of this weakens the film's raw depiction of youth culture. This is as exciting and urgent as street-level filmmaking gets; see it before the cast and crew are swallowed up by the industry.

 
 Simon Pearce's Shank PHILADELPHIA QFEST:  15th Philadelphia International Gay & Lesbian Film Festival July 9 - 20, 2009 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  qfest.com
 Reviewed by Frank J. Avella

The brutal yet seductive Brit indie Shank opens with a hot hookup that turns violent, setting the stage for the pull-no-punches narrative director/co-writer Simon Pearce and co-writer/producer Christian Martin have planned. Shank is not an easy sit and there are moments you want to enter the screen and hurt someone yourself. It is, however, a very gritty portrait of just how difficult it is for a teen to come to terms with his sexuality when everything around him tells him his natural feelings are unnatural.

Cal (a fierce Wayne Virgo) is an eighteen year-old gang member who fights his secret same-sex urges as much as he can. Cal lusts for his best pal Jonno (Tom Bott) who seems to have mega-repressed feelings of his own. Their gang leader, Nessa (Alice Payne) is a controlling bitch, who has a history with Cal and is now with Jonno. When the group gaybash a cute young student, Olivier (Marc Laurent), Cal can’t take it anymore and has the balls to fight back—putting his life immediately in danger.

The atypical love story that emerges between Cal and Olivier is tender and surprisingly sweet, amidst the dangers around them. Pearce’s camera is probing and explicit. He isn’t afraid to show the boys in various stages of lovemaking.

Shank builds to a lurid, harrowing climax that is quite disturbing and, arguably, gratuitous.

My partner (who watched with me but got very upset with the final scene) asked me who this film was being made for? If the self-hating closeted gays could see what repression can produce, it could affect them but-unless it receives a commercial release (highly unlikely), that would never happen.

My reply was that the film is an uncompromising vision of what is happening now, not some glammed Hollywood version where the hero fights back and emerges triumphant in the end. Shank shows just how far we need to go to make certain things do change.

GAYDAR NATION – Stephen Beeny

Shank

5 stars

I don't know what it says about me, but watching Shank made me want to top myself. An extreme reaction, admittedly, but Shank is an extreme film. Well, if you're au fait with urban speak you'll guess from the title that this was always going to be something of a gritty affair, but for those not so down with the kids - and I'm one of them because I had to reach for trusty, old Google for an explanation - it means 'to fuck someone up' or 'a crude homemade knife'. Either way, it doesn't conjure up images of cute cupids on clouds, does it?

Set in Bristol, the narrative centres on 19-year-old Cal (Wayne Virgo) who is a member of a street gang. Predictably, the clique spend their days drinking, drugging, shagging and randomly happy-slapping anyone they don't like the look of, which is pretty much everyone. All of which makes life very difficult for Cal because he's keeping a very big secret: he's gay. Clearly, this wouldn't go down too well with his mates so he resorts to anonymous online hook-ups, which sound risky, but it turns out they're only risky in a way you don't anticipate.

One of the scenes at the beginning of the story sets the film's shocking tone. Cal 'meets' someone online, picks him up in his clapped-out car, drives to a quiet country spot, lets the guy fuck him and then promptly headbutts him. As a viewer, this really takes your breath away because although you can sense the encroaching danger during the car journey you still can't believe that someone could treat another human being with such casual, vicious violence, especially just after having sex with them.

It's actually another violent act that exposes Cal's verboten sexuality. Unofficial leader and "psycho bitch" Nessa (Alice Payne) and her boyfriend, Cal's bezzie mate Jonno (Tom Bott), come across camp French student Olivier (Marc Laurent) and decide to beat him up, but it's Cal who pulls them off believing they are going too far as well as being conflicted because essentially Olivier in many ways represents him. Naturally, this goes against the gang code and Nessa and Jonno vow to teach their former friend a lesson. While they're ransacking his bedsit, Cal is outed as they discover a mobile video of him being fucked by the headbutted hook-up in the woods.

This hits Jonno especially hard, not just because he feels betrayed that his friend didn't tell him himself, but throughout the film you see his own potential confused sexuality. He flirts with Cal and there are Significant Moments that are highly charged, like when he's having a piss and there's an awareness on Jonno's part that Cal feels uncomfortable or when he offers Cal blowback from his spliff; you sense that Jonno really is suppressing his true self. When Jonno takes his 'revenge' on Cal for his perceived duplicity, the scene left me crying hot tears of anger it's so upsetting.

But then so much of the film floors you, primarily because it's so rawly real. There are times when you're not sure if you're watching a documentary it all rings so true. That's a testament to three things: the script, the direction and the performances.

Every single piece of dialogue seems like someone real on the street could have said it; nothing sounds artificial or the result of a writer's vanity. It simply has a natural ebb and flow of the way people actually speak. The six-degrees-of-separation element to the story - the attacked stranger at the beginning of the film becomes story-integral later on - is served well by the script. It could have easily come across as overly contrived, but instead makes for a clever conceit that draws you in and makes you realise how every action has an interlocking reaction.

The direction is fascinating. Nothing about it feels forced or fake. It has an organic quality about it that flows and lets the story be the star. What's even more impressive is that it comes care of such a young director, Simon Pearce, 21, who shows a surety and clear-headedness that many a seasoned pro would envy. This is a piece of work to be seriously proud of.

Ditto the acting. All four main characters - Cal, Jonno, Nessa and Olivier, also newbies to the filmmaking game - are believably portrayed, so much so there are times when you forget they're acting and get sucked in to what they're experiencing. They're all amazing, but deserving of an individual shout-out is Virgo. He is ridiculously good as Cal, by turns heartless, heartfelt, hateful and tenderly human.

At the start of this review, I said I didn't know why I had such an extreme reaction to the film, but I don't think that's true. I think I know exactly why I felt the way I did watching the film. Partly, it's down to having seen too much violence in my own life, but it's also because it shows us a huge swathe of our society we don't want to look at. It's uncomfortable. It's disconcerting. It's depressing.

We don't want to admit that there are people living alongside us who feel so disenfranchised and desperate that getting high and physically lashing out seem like the only forms of expression because it hurts too much. It hurts because we don't know how to fix it. Broken Britain is hard to look in the eye, primarily because it's likely to give you a black one in return.

Shank is a tough film that unflinchingly asks a lot of its audience. A hate story, a love story, a story of tribal ties, of friendships ripped asunder, a story of honesty, deception, of pain and happiness, this film addresses every contradictory thing about the human condition and reworks it into something unique and wonderful. Compelling, excruciating, uncompromising, Shank is a beautiful, brutal film that portrays contemporary society in all its unlovely and lovely glory.

VANCOUVER Queerfest 16th August 2009 

What’s the deal with British men?

(Courtesy of Out On Screen)

Fifty years ago, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, the 1960 film adaptation of British author Alan Sillitoe’s novel about a depressed blue-collar worker, started the Angry Young Man movement in British cinema. Then 10 years later A Clockwork Orange had to be banned in the United Kingdom because it was making a whole new generation of angry young men break things and hurt people.

Now, three decades later, from this land of angry young men comes Shank.

Set in Bristol, England where Banksy’s graffiti artwork of a death’s head has permanently replaced the “have a nice day” smiley face, the men are angrier than they’ve ever been.

Being angry young men of the post-Stonewall era they are, of course, angriest about the existence of the Happy Young Fag. And they spend their days calling each other fags and bashing gay men.

What they don’t know, however, is that gang member Cal is having anonymous sex with some of the gay men they bash.

Our story begins with one of Cal’s hook-ups. Parked in a secluded area of the woods, Cal shares his cocaine, mouth and ass with the stranger — all the while telling him to capture the action with his cellphone. When the man dares to ask for a second date Cal goes Ultimate Fight Club on him, leaving him bloodied, disbelieving and looking for answers as to how such a perfect date could end so badly. Back home Cal uploads the cellphone footage to his computer and watches in hot, disgusted disbelief over how he spent his afternoon.

When Cal suddenly defends and befriends one of the guys his group is bashing (a soft-spoken student in a bright pink shirt named Olivier) he has to confront his repressed gay feelings. Meanwhile Cal’s previous hook-up, who also happens to be Olivier’s professor, is slowly figuring out the identity of his student’s new boyfriend.

Intellectually masturbating over his own victimhood — the professor blames Cal’s violence toward him on the popular academic theories of desensitized and disenfranchised youth — he comes to the sad summation familiar to any gay elder in search of younger: he tells himself that Cal was a welcome, dangerous “distraction from my shitty existence.”

Complicating matters is Cal’s gang. Will Cal be brave enough to stand up to them and own his queer desire? Or will Cal be the next gay they bash?

“One of the incidents we based the story on was this young girl in Bristol who was the leader of a gang who beat up this 17-year-old French student who was on his way to a local gay cruising ground,” says Shank’s producer and co-writer, Christian Martin, over the phone from England. He says the movie is based on so many stories that no one talks about, especially youth.  “They go out, go to clubs and they get pissed and they [go home with] some young guy and they think it’s all free and easy. But it isn’t. Because they’re walking out of that club and they’re still getting beaten up,” Martin observes.

Watching a gay basher work through his self-loathing while living in the UK where, according to a Seinfeld episode, all men just seem to act gay, is a really unique movie going experience.

Even better, Shank is gutsy enough — remember we’re talking about England here — to have a sunbathing Olivier ask Cal to rub suntan lotion on his young, pasty white back.

And forget about all the nudity and did-they-or-didn’t-they eye-popping sex scenes in Shank (of which there are plenty); what you’ll be replaying in your head is blowback scene with Cal and his hunkiest bud, Jonno — one sharing a lungful of marijuana with the other by leaning in ever so close to him and exhaling the smoke into his open mouth.

Interestingly, the biggest controversy about Shank isn’t its sex, the violence, the fact that its director is only 21-years-old, or that it was refused by Britain’s version of Out On Screen. Shank’s lightning bolt is the effeminate Olivier character, which Martin wanted as a flip side to the macho Jonno.

“[Jonno’s] a stereotype [audiences] can cope with,” he notes, “while for gay men [Olivier’s] the stereotype they don’t want to be.”

Shank.

Granville 7.

Sun Aug 16, 9:30 pm.

SIGHT & SOUND

Shank

Bristol, the present. After his gang assaults a stranger, 19-year-old Cal meets Scott, a summer-school teacher, online. They have sex, which Cal asks Scott to record on his mobile phone before assaulting him. Scott relates the incident to an unseen listener. Cal hangs out with the volatile Nessa and Jonno, on whom he has a possibly reciprocal crush. They attack Olivier, one of Scott’s pupils, but Cal eventually defends him and takes him home. Violently rejected by Nessa and Jonno, Cal goes to Olivier’s. Scott spots him leaving Cal’s car the next day. 

Facing further aggression, Cal stays at Olivier’s and they begin a relationship. Breaking into Cal’s flat, Nessa and Jonno are outraged to find the gay sex footage. Olivier and Cal enojy being with each other but Cal is uneasy at the speed with which their relationship develops. After vandalising a graveyard, Nessa and Jonno try to have sex but Jonno is too enervated.

Scott warns Olivier to avoid Cal. Nessa and Jonno kidnap and assault Olivier, using him as bait to lure Cal to a car park. Cal suggests that Nessa’s aggression is the result of the death of their baby. Jonno, previously unaware of its paternity, jealously assaults and then rapes Cal as Olivier watches helplessly. Nessa stops Jonno killing Cal and they leave. Olivier calls Scott, who helps them. Scott’s interlocutor is revealed to be his partner, who is in a coma following the attack with which the film started; Cal confesses his involvement to Scott. Cal and Olivier leave Bristol together. 

“Film it,” 19-year-old Cal (Wayne Virgo) barks over his shoulder, tracksuit trousers round his thighs, as he hands his mobile phone to the older guy who’s about to fuck him in the woods. ‘Filming it’ is a pervasive activity in Shank, a low-budget drama set in contemporary Bristol in which Cal’s coming out as gay is inseparable from his leaving a life of petty thuggery. The film opens with camera-phone footage of an attack on an apparently random passerby; other incidents of violence are recorded too, from a gleeful student-bashing (“Go on, cry for YouTube!”) to opportunistic footage of a brawl at a party. Lo-fi video is used to taunt, to lure, to confess sins – even, at one point, to record an affectionate, carefree greeting. But this last example is anomalous. When a fellow gang member tells Cal “Maybe it’s you we should be filming,” there’s no doubting the implicit threat.

Partly based on the experiences of its two writers (Darren Flaxstone, who also edited it, and Christian Martin, one of the producers), the script deftly interweaves Cal’s story with those of French summer student Olivier (Marc Laurent), with whom he starts a relationship; Olivier’s teacher Scott (Garry Summers), with whom he hooks up; and Cal’s friends Jonno (Tom Bott) and Nessa (Alice Payne, impressive), with whom he has complex relationships.

The overall emotional dynamics of the narrative are consistently credible, most remarkably the ostensibly secondary relationship between Cal and Jonno, which, without seeming laboured, progresses from well-balanced sexual tension through traumatic jealousy to a highly disturbing climactic confrontation that is handled with conviction and sophistication. Camera-phone footage is just one aspect of the themes of witnessing and acceptance that run through the story, but it’s also aware of the need to let go and move on; apt, perhaps, that it ends with the cathartic destruction of a mobile phone. Ben Walters
FROM FACEBOOK REVIEW BY Hendrik Van Harn

Saw Shank last night at the Vancouver Queer Film Fest. There is no room for any kind of campy gay fluff (aside from the occasional off-the-cuff stereotypical comic relief provided by Olivier); assuming it would even be appropriate in this fringe-of-gay-society film. Not for the timid, “Shank” broaches some pretty deep themes of emotional repression and their clash with restrictive cultural boundaries, and the physical and emotional scars that go along with them. 

While the lines between good and evil or right and wrong remain bluntly clear throughout the film, the motivations for the characters’ actions are less obvious- including the deeper and arguably more influential subconscious responses to cultural influences that are not so easily read. This leaves you in a state of feeling constantly conflicted throughout the film about the characters and whether you condemn them one moment and forgive or pity them the next... or in some instances, at the same time. There are even a few instances where you can’t begin to grasp what someone’s motivation for what they are doing is until much later. “Shank” is a perfect palette for anyone interested in the human condition, nature versus nurture, and social conditioning and repression and of the individual.

To say this movie is provocative would be inaccurate; to suggest so says it uses sex, violence, and emotional manipulation as tools designed to stir up the viewers’ emotions. I would suggest that the film is naturally evocative of emotional response not by design or intention, but entirely by the unfolding of the plot. The characters, their interactions, cultural situations, and values that all play out to create a real-world situation. This film draws on some very real-world scenarios and reminds of the ugliness of homophobia, violence, the pain and fears of the closet, the horrors of gang life contrasted against the beauty of love, friendship, pity, and forgiveness- all masterfully combined with a gritty realism unrivalled in gay flicks. “Shank” has raised the bar for excellence in films beyond the gay-themed genre.

Stellar acting, “Shank” is the first gay film I've seen that has mainstream film-quality performances and complex story themes. It has interconnected characters with hopes, fears, faults, and redeeming qualities- you can't help but love, hate, pity, and, arguably, respect every character at some point throughout the film, and often experience conflicting emotions towards each of them from start to finish.

For me, this film was a very sharp reminder that there are those out there who can’t be themselves, and have to live in fear. It’s a wakeup call for those of us who may feel we live in a happy post-gay world filled with complete acceptance of diversity and instills in me a re-affirmation of what Pride is, what it has done for us, and how far we have yet to go.

A must see for anyone gay, straight, or otherwise who feels on the fringe from both mainstream society, and gay society as well- “Shank” really reaches to the heart for those of us who don't seem to quite fit in, whichever way we go.




http://www.shank-movie.co.uk/page29/page29.html (trailer and movie info)

