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HELLBENDER

 |  SHUDDER

Folk horror may be enduring a period of 
generic bloat, but Hellbender is refreshingly 
prosaic. The film candidly renders a strained 
mother-daughter relationship as the latter, 
homebound in a damp and mossy forest, 
uncovers her inherited witching powers. 
Filled with startling moments aplenty, the 
biggest shock comes from outside the film: 
Hellbender’s creative team is a closed-loop 
family affair. The film was directed, written, 
shot, edited and scored in varying degrees 
by the family filmmaking unit composed of 
wife Toby Poser, husband John Adams and 
daughter Zelda – under the appropriately 
wry moniker The Adams Family. Toby and 
Zelda also star, imbuing the drama with an 
eerie kind of authenticity. This domestic 
DIY approach lends the goofy, low-budget 
aesthetic – which occasionally resembles 
2008’s Twilight – a very real charm. Throw in 
some legitimately terrific VFX to offset any 
shortcomings of such a small-scale film, and 
there’s much depth to find in Hellbender’s 
bloody coming-of-age tale. Hemophobes 
beware! SAMUEL HARRIS

STARSTRUCK SERIES 2

 |  ABC TV + ABC IVIEW

What happens after a fanciful romance finally 
comes to fruition? In season one of this 
rom-com series, sparks flew between Jessie 
(Rose Matafeo) and movie star Tom Kapoor 
(Nikesh Patel) after a one-night-stand – 
culminating in Jessie’s spontaneous decision 
to stay in London indefinitely. In season two, 
Jessie and Tom figure out their unlikely, 
budding relationship – amid funny, sweet 
and spiralling chaos. Kiwi comedian Matafeo 
(also the show’s creator and co-writer) infuses 
this wittier, binge-able version of Notting Hill 
with crackling energy, as the couple navigate 
slippery exes, eccentric film directors, and 
their increasingly clashing lifestyles. The 
overriding question is less will-they-or-
won’t-they, but whether they can overcome 
relationship teething problems unscathed, 
despite their undeniable chemistry. The show, 
in its haste to switch to more serious territory, 
gets close to torching its charms. Luckily, 
Matafeo and Alice Snedden’s hearty writing, 
and the hilariously entertaining ensemble, 
keep everything lightly zipping over the 
skittish bumps. DEBBIE ZHOU

fter bingeing the horror-survival 
drama Yellowjackets on Prime Video, 
I’ve been hooked on stories that 

showcase the terrifying beauty and scale of 
the wilderness. As an amateur boulderer, I’m 
particularly fascinated by pro-climbers, who 
live in constant states of peril. A standout film 
is this year’s The Last Mountain – which not 
only portrays the mysteriousness of nature, but 
also the unknowability of the people around us. 

The documentary (available on digital 
download 16 March) follows British 
mountaineer Alison Hargreaves, who dies 
descending the world’s second-highest 
mountain K2 – and her equally famed son 
Tom Ballard, who also dies mountaineering, 
on Nanga Parbat 24 years later. This tragic 
symmetry is enhanced by director Christopher 
Terrill’s footage of Ballard’s first trip to 
Pakistan as a six-year-old, after he requests to 
see Hargreaves’ “last mountain”. The elegiac 
weaving of two timelines generates a story 
about the disorienting nature of grief, as 
Ballard’s loved ones seek to learn what drove 
him. Ballard’s serene lack of arrogance is 
transfixing: “You can’t conquer them,” he says 
of the mountains. “They were there before us 
and, after we’re gone, they’ll still be there.” 

For those seeking more straightforward 
survival thrills, Netflix’s Against the Ice follows 
another hazardous journey: Game of Thrones 
alum Nikolaj Coster-Waldau plays explorer 
Ejnar Mikkelsen, who battles Greenland’s 
mercurial tundras to recover the bodies of a 
previous ill-fated expedition. As for me, I’ll 
stick to artificial climbing walls. CC

A

LIFE ON THE OUTSIDE

 |  16 MARCH ON SBS + SBS ON DEMAND

In an Australian-first experiment, four former inmates 
spend their first 100 days of “freedom” in foster homes 
across Sydney. Modelled after an American initiative, the 
gripping three-part documentary follows this test group 
as they navigate a home outside bars. Presented by SHINE 
for Kids ambassador Danielle Cormack, the series delves deep into the facts of incarceration and 
release: most notably, how the lack of structure outside prison sees one in two people become 
repeat offenders. We’re taken on an intimate, sometimes incursive journey that sheds light on how 
continued police interventions, the stress of finding employment, and small freedoms such as 
taking a walk at night, play a role in determining the initiative’s fate. The doco sensitively portrays 
the fragile crossroads between reoffending and living a life of independence, with profound insight 
into why personal responsibility is only one factor in determining whether someone ends up back 
in prison. It answers many questions about state incarceration but, more importantly, makes us 
question our oppressive systems. RAVEENA GROVER

MISS MARX



We all know Karl Marx for his groundbreaking text on 
labour theory, Das Kapital. But what about Eleanor “Tussy” 
Marx, Karl’s youngest daughter? This biopic, directed by 
Italian filmmaker Susanna Nicchiarelli (Nico, 1988), traces 
Eleanor’s life in the years after her father’s death. From 
1883-98, Eleanor (Romola Garai, Atonement) struggles with pursuing a life of activism and writing 
away from her father’s shadow, in a time when most women were relegated to housekeeping 
duties. When she meets playwright Edward Aveling (Patrick Kennedy, The Queen’s Gambit), her life 
takes a turn – they travel overseas to promote the socialist cause, and she takes up an interest 
in his work, becoming one of the foremost literary translators of her time. A crushing betrayal 
eventually leads to her untimely death. Historically accurate and relevant to modern times, Miss 
Marx is an evocative portrayal of a woman striving to make her mark within male-dominated 
spaces, and the risks she takes to campaign for what she most strongly believes in. CHER TAN

WASH MY SOUL IN THE RIVER’S FLOW



“Have you ever seen something so exquisite and 
beautiful?” says Archie Roach about his wife Ruby Hunter 
in the opening scene of Phillipa Bateman’s documentary. 
The same could be said about the film itself, which charts 
the music duo’s creative journey for their 2004 concert 

Kura Tungar: Songs from the River – a collaboration with Paul Grabowsky’s 22-piece Australian Art 
Orchestra. A story of hardship and love conveyed through song, the film effortlessly flows between 
behind-the-scenes rehearsals, candid conversations between Roach and Hunter about the Stolen 
Generations, and picturesque aerial footage of the Murray River and Hunter’s birthplace, the 
Ngarrindjeri lands in SA. The music, inspired by the river and the significance of home, is front and 
centre; the Orchestra’s improvised, jazz-inspired pieces intertwine with Hunter’s bluesy vocals, 
Roach’s signature dulcet tones and sounds from Country. A film and soundtrack that seeps into 
your soul and stays with you long after the end credits. VYSHNAVEE WIJEKUMAR

W
hen I studied film at uni back in the mid-2000s, there were very few 
movies made by women on the curriculum. In fact, the only one I recall 
analysing was Kathryn Bigelow’s Point Break (1991), a salt-encrusted 

crime thriller about the peaks and troughs of masculinity. Sure, we watched a 
lot of films about women: Psycho, Breathless and Annie Hall all spring to mind 
as noteworthy works that (varyingly) fit that bill. But the unwavering favour of 
male auteurs in the syllabus convinced me that lady directors mustn’t really 
exist. It took years of fervent film fandom for me to realise that this is pure tripe.

Feminist publications like Filmme Fatales and Another Gaze expanded 
my idea of “the canon” beyond IMDb’s Top 100 list, or Steven Jay Schneider’s 
1001 Movies You Must See Before You Die. I found filmmakers like Agnès Varda, 
Chantal Akerman, Cheryl Dunye and Elaine May – now one of my faves. Since 
I started using Letterboxd (Goodreads for screen people) to track what I’ve 
watched and who made it, my annual viewing history has reached gender parity.

There are plenty of films directed by women hitting our cinemas this 
month, including Jules Williamson’s comedy Off the Rails, Mia Hansen-Løve’s 
relationship study Bergman Island, Hungarian melodrama Preparations to 
Be Together for an Unknown Period of Time by Lili Horvát, and the Exhibition 
on Screen documentary Frida Kahlo. I hope you’ll join me in diversifying and 
decolonising our watchlists, for International Women’s Day and beyond. AK

ANONYMOUS CLUB



Early on in Danny Cohen’s intimate documentary, 
singer-songwriter Courtney Barnett reflects on 
her current state of mind: “I just turned 30 last 
year and I feel like I stepped over some kind of 
line, but I dunno, I’m still…lost.” What follows is 
not your typical rock biography. Instead Cohen 
offers a candid and tender look at a young artist 
struggling to find her place in the world. Barnett 
rose to prominence in 2015 following the release 
of her internationally acclaimed debut album, 
Sometimes I Sit and Think and Sometimes I Just Sit. 
Anonymous Club follows the introverted musician 
on the gruelling 2018 world tour for her second 
album. Shot on 16mm film and pairing energetic live 
performances with quiet moments of introspection, 
the documentary is loosely narrated by Barnett 
via a series of sporadic audio diary recordings. The 
result is an unsentimental yet moving exploration 
of personal growth, reminding us that the search for 
purpose is universal. CLARA SANKEY
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