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Director  Stephen Frears  
Screenplay  Steve Coogan and Jeff Pope 
Music   Alexander Desplat 
Cinematography      Robbie Ryan 
Editor   Valerio Bonelli 
Producers         Gabrielle Tana, Steve Coogan  

and Tracey Seaward                                                              
 
Cast 
 
Philomena Lee   Judi Dench   
Martin Sixsmith  Steve Coogan  
Sally Mitchell   Michelle Fairley  
Sister Hildegarde  Barbara Jefford  
Jane    Anna Maxwell Martin  
Mary    Mare Winningham  
Young Philomena  Sophie Kennedy Clark 
Sister Annunciata  Amy McAllister 
Michael   Sean Mahon 
Young Sister Hildegarde Kate Fleetwood 

 
Philomena is based on the book “The Lost Child of 
Philomena Lee” by journalist Martin Sixsmith, onetime 
BBC Foreign Correspondent, turned spin doctor.   
 
It tells the true story of Philomena’s 50 year search for her son, Anthony, who was taken from her for 
adoption, and Sixsmith’s efforts to help her find him.    Philomena is played by Judi Dench and Martin 
Sixsmith by Steve Coogan, better known as the television comedian, who created the Alan Partridge 
character on television and campaigner against dodgy journalism.    

 
It was suggested to Martin Sixsmith by the daughter 
of Philomena Lee, when he met her at a party, that 
he might write a story about her mother, a retired 
Irish nurse, who was forced to give up her son born 
out of wedlock in Ireland nearly fifty years ago.  
Although not immediately attracted to the idea of 
writing a book, Sixsmith eventually met Philomena 
and decided to investigate further. 
 
Philomena, after meeting a young man in 1951, 
became pregnant and was sent by her father to 
Sean Ross Abbey in Roscrea, in the south of 

Ireland,   After giving birth she was forced to work in the convent laundry, seven days a week, for four 
years, to pay for the cost of her stay at the Abbey.  One day she discovered that the nuns had given her 
son to a couple for adoption, without warning or a chance for Philomena to say goodbye.  Philomena kept 
her lost son a secret from her family for nearly fifty years, although she visited the convent from time to time 
to try to find him.  However, the nuns repeatedly told her that they were unable to help her in her quest. 
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Martin and Philomena, an unlikely couple, began their search at the convent, but with no help from the 
nuns they reached a dead end in Ireland.   
 

However, Sixsmith with the bit increasingly 
between his teeth received a promising lead from 
the United States.  He invited Philomena to 
accompany him to the States and it is there that 
their search was brought to a curious and 
interesting conclusion.   
 
Subsequently, in the film, Sixsmith and 
Philomena returned to the convent where there 
is a confrontation with Sister Hildegarde McNulty 
who worked at the convent when Anthony was 
forcibly adopted.  Sister McNulty, a small but 
crucial part, is played by the outstanding veteran 
Shakespearean actress, Barbara Jefford.     
 
In this episode the film employs artistic license 
with the real life events.  Sister McNulty is shown 

as having met Sixsmith after he started working on the story.  However, McNulty died in 1995 whereas 
Sixsmith did not begin his investigation until 2004.  The final scene in the film, between McNulty and 
Philomena, is also artistic license. 
 
Philomena received widespread critical acclaim on its release.  The New York Observer gave the film a 
glowing review and named it the Best Film of 2013.  Their reviewer commented “It’s profoundly moving and 
thoroughly mind provoking.”  He had seen it twice and “felt exhilarated, informed, enriched, absorbed and 
optimistic” on both occasions.  However, the Washington Times and Variety were less enthusiastic.   
 
Both Martin Sixsmith and Steve Coogan were lapsed Catholics and there were a number of accusations of 
anti-Catholicism against the film, but an article in the Guardian by Martin Sixsmith, who describes himself 
now as an agnostic, reiterates much of the portrayal of a scheme carried out by Catholic organisations in 
Ireland that enriched the church with payments for enforced adoptions and forced labour of unwed mothers.  
It did not come to an end until the 1970s. 
 
Finally, the cast and crew of Philomena earned several 
award nominations, including four for Academy Awards 
and another four for British Academy Film Awards.  Judi 
Dench’s performance as Philomena was as noteworthy 
as expected, but Steve Coogan known as a comedian, 
impressionist, writer and producer was a revelation as 
Martin Sixsmith.   
 
Philomena is one of those unusual movies it’s hard to 
imagine not enjoying.  It doesn’t preach or patronise.  It’s 
bright and neat on the ethics of storytelling.  The impulse 
to make Philomena may have been born out of upset.  
Yet it is resolved with a compassion that trips you up 
scene after scene.   
 
I hope you enjoy it. 
 
Neville Ledsome 
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Just before our current season the BBC News channel had a story that resonated with tonight’s film: 

A mother who only learned last year that her son was killed in the 1988 Lockerbie bombing has made an 
emotional visit to the town.  Carol King Eckersley travelled from America to see the spot where the child 
she gave up for adoption fell from the sky when his plane blew up. 

She also laid flowers in the remembrance garden in the town's Dryfesdale cemetery for the first time.  She wept 
and said: "It shouldn't have happened. It just shouldn't have."  

Mrs Eckersley's son, Kenneth Bissett, was one of the 270 people killed in what remains the deadliest terrorist 
attack in the UK. It took almost 25 years for her to find out he was on Pan Am flight 103 when it exploded. 

An unmarried mum in 1967, Carol King, as she was then, gave her newborn son for adoption and promised not 
to interfere in his life. At the time she felt it would have been socially unacceptable to bring him up on her own. 

For decades, she longed to know what had become of her only baby and secretly hoped for a reunion. It was 
only when she decided to search for him in April 2013, after her husband passed away, that she discovered the 
truth. She typed his name into a computer and found his details on a memorial website. "I just said 'my God, my 
baby's dead'," 

Her heartbreaking story made headlines around the world and prompted some who had known Ken to share 
their memories and photographs with her.  

"That's all I have," she said. "I can never touch him. I can never hear his voice. The things that mothers always 
take for granted."  

Ken was among 35 Syracuse University students who died on the flight home for Christmas after a term in 
London.  It was the 21st of December 1988 - two days after his 21st birthday. 

In Edinburgh, she visited the castle to have her photograph taken on the same spot where her son posed for a 
picture shortly before his death. The most emotional part of her journey was the time she spent in Lockerbie. "I 
have knots in my stomach," she said as she travelled to the town by train. Asked why she was putting herself 
through such a painful experience, she said: "He had a short life. I want to find out as much about those 21 
years as I can. So how can I not do this?" 

In Lockerbie, a local police officer, who was called out on the night of the disaster, became her guide.  Colin 
Dorrance took her to the major crash sites including Tundergarth, where the jumbo jet's nose cone came down 
and Rosebank Crescent where her son fell.  

As she peered into the garden where Ken's body was found, a large aeroplane flew overhead. Mrs Eckersley 
looked up at the sky and said: "It's so damned far to fall."  

In the Lockerbie remembrance garden, laying flowers for the child she never got the chance to know, the 
enormity of the tragedy overwhelmed her. "All the horror and the sorrow just kind of all came together," she said. 
"At one point I thought 'I just want to wail and wail and not stop'. But I was afraid I would not be able to stop."  

There are parallels with the story of Philomena Lee whose search for the son she lost to adoption was made into 
a film starring Dame Judi Dench. Unlike Carol King Eckersley, Philomena had no choice in the adoption of her 
son.  But both women traced their boys on the internet only to discover they were dead. 

"Even though the treatment of the person can be different, the emotions are the same," Mrs Eckersley said. "The 
deep longing for your child is the same."  

Ken Bissett's mum is almost certainly the last person in the world to learn of a loved one lost at Lockerbie. More 
than 25 years after his death, she is still in the early stages of grieving for him.  

"I gave Ken an adoption for what I thought were all the best reasons," Mrs Eckersley said. "So he would have a 
home with a mother and a father who loved each other and could love him. But I didn't know what it was going to 
do to me and how it would affect me for the rest of my life," she said. 

 

Source: http://m.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-28817552 



 

Comments and reactions to: Grapes of Wrath 
Really good – how did I miss this before?  Thank you for showing this excellent film 
 A wonderful film – still a meaningful message   Outstanding in black and white  
 Dismal, dispiriting, depressing with a capital D   Strong story, well acted “classic” 
 History repeats itself - a remarkable film for its time  How did that truck keep going! 
Powerful stuff – wonderful photography and acting   It is still a powerful film  
John Ford’s best film without any doubt     Excellent, very moving  
Historically important film, still relevant worldwide today 
This film is full of genuine emotions unlike most other hammy old movies 
A very good film – wonderful depiction of the life and times – great acting 
Well worth reviving, a Hollywood tinted version of a terrible time 
Score  0 1 2 3 4 5 6   7 8   9  10  

   ~ ~ ~ ~ 1 1 5 9 7 7 1 
No of reaction slips received = 31     Average Score = 7.45 

Position Film Average Score 
1st Captain Phillips 8.1 

2nd The Rocket 7.85 

3rd Saving Mr Banks 7.78 

4th A Royal Affair 7.76 

5th All Quiet on the Western Front 7.19 

6th = Wadjda 7.06 

6th = Sunshine on Leith 6.92 

8th  Un Secret 6.92 

9th  Django Unchained 6.57 

10th Behind the Candelabra 6.47 

11th  Le Weekend 5.97 

12th  Mintras Duermes 5.8 

13th Tommy 5.0 
 

Our next film  

Thursday 14 May 

2015:  
 

“Everything that you need 
from a suspense thriller.”  

 
“One of the best horror-

thrillers of the classic era, and 
a massively inspirational 

piece of cinema”  

 
 “The greatest film that 
Alfred Hitchcock never 

made.” 


