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Angelaôs Ashes, 1999 
The following notes are taken from the audio directorôs commentary with Author Frank McCourt and 

Director Alan Parker and numerous other sources. 

 

Chapter 1: Beautiful Wee Girl 
I first came to this story very early on, I came upon a manuscript copy or a 

publisherôs proof and I inquired about the rights, but they went very quickly.  

They were bought by David Brown and Scott Rudin, the two producers, so it 

didnôt really come back to me till a good year later. And by then the original 

script had been written by Laura Jones a very good script.  Then Alan Parker 

began work on his script.   

 

These opening sequences, Alan Parker put in the editing process, because 

originally they were going to begin the movie in Brooklyn, where the book 

begins.  But Alan Parker had the voice over, which is the second paragraph 

in the book. And Alan Parker thought it a bit odd to place it in Brooklyn, so 

that is why he chooses to do these scenes in the beginning.   
 
When Alan Parker first read the book, he thought it was incredibly cinematic 

to start with, it is beautifully written and he loved the story.  He has an 

incredible ability to describe quite serious and quite tragic circumstances but 

to never lose his sense of humor.  It is a story that is full of humanity.   An 

obviously everyone has responded to it, all around the world, because it is 

not just a successful book, it is a phenomena.  It has been number one in so 

many countries, translated into twenty-five different languages, won the 

Pulitzer Prize, and as we look at the film the book still remains number one 

is several countries around the world.  It has been an extraordinary 

publishing phenomenon. 

 

It is always daunting for a film director to have to work with such a 

successful book.   When I first asked if they wanted to make a movie of it, 

the book was not such a big success, but by the time we finished filming it, 

the book was a colossal success. The reason being that every one who has 

read the book has their own movie locked up inside their heads, and a 

director can only do their version of the film.  You just cross your fingers 

and hope that some of the people who have read the book that some of these 

images will coincide with their own.  

 
So the book came back to me, and Laura Jones had written a very good 

screenplay and then I wrote my screenplay.  We didnôt really collaborate on 



Literature to Film Lecture on Angelaôs Ashes, Directed by Alan Parker  - 2 - 

Primary source directorôs commentary by Alan Parker, complied and Copyright © 2004 by Jay Seller 

 

2 

the script; I took hers and then branched off of it and went back to the book.  

The book is really a treasure trove, and how do we compress it, what do you 

leave out.  It is always difficult. 

 

These scenes, which are set in Brooklyn, are all sets that we built in Arden 

Studios in Ireland.  And these scenes are quite very early on in our schedule 

because they are very harrowing and quite difficult.  We wanted to do some 

of the more difficult scenes early on, really for the young kids, so the young 

kids could understand the seriousness of our story.   

 

1935 

 

Emily Watson was Alan Parkerôs first choice, actually meet with her in New 

York, where she was actually making a film, Alan Parker had seen her in 

Breaking The Waves, she is just the most extraordinary actress, and a very 

lovely lady.  She is Arsenal supporter, so we had a lot in common.   When 

we first meet we spoke about the film for about five minutes and the Arsenal 

for about two hours. She has an incredible ability to concentrate and she is 

very economical about her performance and very generous.  

 

Robert Carlyle, again it was the first actor Alan Parker spoke to and they got 

along very well.  He is one of those actors that as a director you have a very 

little list in the back of your head, then one day you hope you get to work 

with him.  Again a very generous actor, cause when you work with kids as 

you see this scene, a very difficult scene to do, as you see the two twins 

there, it is very hard to direct them, you have to go with what you got.  Joe 

Breen and Shane Murray-Corcoran, who play Young Malachy and Young 

Francis here, they were found after searching for a long time, they saw over 

fifteen thousand kids, that Alan parker read with in Ireland, they looked in 

Dublin, Limerick in Cork, before they zeroed in on these two.  Alan Parker 

says that it is always hard, you always cross your fingers hoping the right kid 

will come in and be brilliant, you even get a bit punch drunk, watching the 

video tapes over and over again.  You would narrow it down and narrow it 

down, then bring the kids back in and improvise with Alan parker to see, 

whether or not they would be able to crack it, when they get on a film site.   

 

Again these are built sets on Ardenmore Studios.  Working with kids is 

always very difficult, and the saying is you should never work with children 

or animals.  These boy play young Frank here, Joe Breen, was brilliant to 

work with because he was so highly intelligent. Alan parker says that what 
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he does is that one-day he is a strict schoolteacher with these kids, then one 

day he was like a big brother to them.  But in all he states that he had a very 

professional set, because adult actors have to work with the kids and the kids 

have to learn that.         

 

This opening shot certainly establishes the weather and the climate.  The rain 

of Limerick, we were never dry.  And this particular, scene is so realistic 

especially the scene in the lane there, and then this of course is authentic, 

King Johnôs castle in the distance. A typical Limerick back lane is visible 

here. 

 

Here he is catching also the devotion to the Catholic Church.  When I visited 

this put together set, I was astounded at how authentic it was.  I donôt know, 

I think Alan Parker and the set designers were inspired.  It is a strange to 

write a book, deep back into your memories, and put it on the page, and then 

see it transferred to the screen with this much tenderness. 

 

Scenes like this get down into the detail.  I donôt know how they got the 

children to cry like this.  But when I went up to this particular set, this 

tenement in Brooklyn, when I went to see it in Dublin, where it was shot, at 

Ardmore Studios, I was astounded at how detail it was with the furnishings, 

with the bed, everything.  I kind of stood at the door in a state of shock.   

 

High Stakes.  And this scene, I think, the one where my sister died, Margaret 

Mary, I think this was the beginning of the long slide.  Usually movies begin 

with an up beat; this begins with a downbeat, where do you go after this.   

The baby dies, the little girl that my father was wild about, because all we 

had were four boys, and this was the light of his life.  This particular scene, I 

suppose you could say, óGoodbye Dadô.  There might have been some hope 

of his redemption, but now he goes out for the drink.  And it was the 

beginning of the end for my mother too. 

 

If a woman is that depressed that she cannot take care of her children, then 

she is in suicidal shape.  But I think what helped was the sweetness and the 

generosity of the neighbors.  Little Job Rain got so sick of eating that soup.  

He asked Alan Parker, ñAlan do I have to have that soup again?ò  Because 

they did take after take, and Alan said, ñJust pretend Job.ò  ñThanks Alan, 

youôre the best director I ever had.ò  I donôt know how Alan directed those 

children.  
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Chapter 2: Back to Ireland 
The stink was awful.  Because my father was gone, he went off for cigarettes 

and didnôt come back for three days.  It was desperation, a mother paralyzed 

with grief, a father paralyzed with drink.  So my grandmother in Limerick, 

who was a scrubwoman, a cleaning woman, sent six fares from her savings.  

 

But I remember that, I remember how Malachy and I went down in the 

crews quarters just to get away, and it was a very kind English crew and they 

were always giving us bread and jam.   

 

Alan Parker stated that you really try to create an environment where the 

kids can bee at their best.  The scenes on the boat were filmed after they 

finished filming in Ireland.  They filmed for seventy-five days in Ireland, 

and then they had to create the illusion of New York Harbor.  The shots of 

the Statue of Liberty were filmed by the second unit, and they put them 

together, these two scenes. 

 

This is Cove Harbor.  Cove Harbor is traditionally where the Irish would 

immigrate to the United States.  That hill you see there is a very famous hill, 

except for our family as they are walking up it, instead of down it to the 

United States.  This is also a very famous bridge, just outside of Cove.  It is 

always difficult doing period films, this bus for instance, they had to bring 

from England, because it is one of the very few surviving buses that are 

actuate to the period.  

 

At this moment you hear the theme, which John Williams wrote very 

beautifully, coming through on the track.  John Williams is the great 

maestro; he got nominated for this film for Best Score, which was his thirty-

eighth nomination for an Oscar score, which is quite phenomenal.  

 

The twin that you see here, Ben and Sam OôGorman, their father actually 

owns a cinema. He told Alan Parker that this movie was the biggest hit he 

ever played at his cinema, but I would venture to say he might be a bit 

biased.  When you work with young kids you have labor hours to worry 

about, as there is only so many hours that the kids can be on set.  These two 

twins got quite emotional; it was quite difficult with the parents there. And 

you sometimes forget that you are dealing with real peopleôs lives and it is 

not an illusion like it is for the rest of us. 
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The scene with the IRA man was filmed in a convent outside of Dublin.  It is 

the only reference to the Irish politics, so many Irish films that you see 

center in on Irish politics.  The central character of Malachy, senior, as seen 

here, this may elude to one of his stories in Alan Parkerôs opinion.  Frank 

McCourt believes this part of his fatherôs life that is for sure. 

 

This is the second film that Alan Parker did in Ireland, the first was The 

Commitments.  Alan Parker stated that probably deep down he wanted to 

make another Irish film, because he had so much fun making The 

Commitments.  He always says that The Commitments was the best fun he 

ever had making a movie.  He said that he used to wake up in the morning, 

and couldnôt wait to get back to work.  So coming back to Ireland, after nine 

years, is a big change, the affluence now, a great deal of change, almost like 

a different country. The country is also much more modern, so it makes it 

difficult to do period films.  

 

The train station scene, which is meant to be Limerick, is Pier Street Station 

in Dublin.  Along with the affluence, comes great change, so that is what 

makes period pieces difficult to do.  Almost all of the original locations are 

far too tidied up to film in.  

 

The voice over narration is done by Andrew Bennett, he was selected 

because he voice sounds a lot like Frank McCourt.  In fact a lot of people 

thought it was Frank McCourt doing the narration.  The voice over allows 

the film to show the poetry that is established in the book.  The voice over is 

not just about exposition, but sometimes it is, instead it comments on what 

we are seeing and compliments.  Often a great deal of humor is in the voice 

over, but it was in the screenplay from the beginning it was not an after 

thought.  

 

This is the River Shamus, which runs through the center of Limerick.  The 

river figures constantly through the film.  This street shot was done in Cork.  

Then we go to the set, which is in Ardenmore Studios, which is just outside 

of Dublin.   

 

It was difficult explaining to these kids the concept of fleas.  They didnôt 

know what that meant.  The scene in the bed was filmed six weeks after the 

scene of them jumping on the mattress in the street, which follows this 

scene.  And again the street is done in Cork. The concept of continuity is 
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way beyond the understanding of children.  Trying to tell them that they 

have to match what they did previously.              

 

We arrived in the north of Ireland; a town called Molven and went to my 

grandfatherôs house.  We didnôt get much of a reception there so we went to 

Dublin to take the train to Limerick.  You can imagine what a shock it was 

for all of us, this traveling, four boys and my father and my mother, in a 

Dublin railway station, desperate, no money.   

 

This is one of the most vivid memories I have with my father, going to this 

official, what ever he was, this IRA man, looking for some kind of pension 

maybe, some kind of recompense. And I know that my father was in the 

struggle.    

 

The central element in our lives was the drink.  My fatherôs addiction, when 

he was sober he was the perfect father, but then there was the drink.  He was 

entertaining a great storyteller, funny with a million stories. 

 

I was going on four then, so my mother had six children in five and a half 

years and that included the twins, another one came later, Alfie, in 1940.  

The thing about this thing is that there wasnôt much of a reception for people 

who came back from America.  Grandma might have been glad to see us, 

but it meant we failed, that my father was a failure.  So there wasnôt much of 

a reception for him.  He was also from the north of Ireland, and being from 

the north of Ireland was like being from Outer Mongolia.  He was a failure, 

and he drained my grandmotherôs savings.  Here there were six mouths to 

feed, and there was nothing in those days, there were no jobs.  Why they 

ever went back I donôt know.  It was common then for kids to run barefoot, 

and of course half of the population had tuberculosis, we called it the 

galloping consumption.     

 

A sensitive set designer as he captures this wallpaper, the dismal furnishings.  

Some people say it is the most catholic city in Ireland; there were statues 

everywhere, pictures everywhere and her we are all in bed.   

 

What I call the night of the fleas.  We were in bad shape in America, 

because we didnôt have any fleas.  There wasnôt much you could do about 

the fleas, you could bring the mattress out and jump around on it, and that.  

We had those fleas until we left for America.  I think about the time of the 

Second World War they came out with some stuff called DDTôs, which 
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would deal with the fleas, but we had them up until the time that I came to 

America, which we would lose night after night of sleep, due to the fleas.           

 

Chapter 3: Sent Away in a Box 
The scenes here where they attempt to retrieve coal was filmed in the middle 

of Dublin, right near the Guinness Brewery, which is an area that hasnôt 

changed much over the years, with the cobble stone streets. 

 

The Director of Photography on this film was Michael Seresin he is also the 

one responsible for the beautiful lighting effects that you see on screen.  

Michael has worked with Alan Parker for over thirty years; they both started 

out doing television commercials together.  This marks his eighth film with 

Michael.  It is easier to work with some one repeatedly, as your rhythm 

becomes the same, and not much dialog is needed between the two of you as 

you are working. 

 

Irish costume designer, Constance Boyle.  

 

This scene was hilarious, as little Joe Breen, who plays Frankie hated eating 

this portage, as a result he was pretending to eat it, and Alan Parker got quite 

upset with him.  If you look real close you can see the sign of a tear or two 

on his face.  If you watch carefully, he doesnôt really eat it; he would spit it 

out after putting it in his mouth.  He is a farmerôs son from Wexfor and had 

never acted before.  He read the ad in the paper and came in for the open 

call, very unspoiled kid, and wonderful to work with, and highly intelligent. 

 

This was a hard scene for the kids to do, the death of their family members.  

It was also hard for a movie to achieve, quite risky to have one serious scene 

after another, especially in the opening of a film.  But since this was a 

memoir and not a fiction, the need to be truthful to the source is required and 

the audience will usually go along for the ride, knowing it is based on truth. 

 

This is a question that a director has to answer when dealing with making a 

movie from a book.  How loyal do you need to be?  Everyone who has read 

the material has their own favorite character and situation, how do you 

please an educated audience?  Obviously, Alan Parker had to include some 

scenes and some scenes he had to leave out of the movie that is always a 

painful decision to make.  Alan Parker stated that he tried to take out scenes 

that were too repetitive to the points that he was trying to make. 
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Frank McCourt was allowed to read the screenplay prior to making the 

movie, and he understood that things would have to be compressed and cut 

out.  Frank McCourt was unhappy that the Irish dancing scenes were left out 

of the screenplay and expressed that concern to Alan Parker, who then wrote 

them into the screenplay. 

 

Alan Parker treated the book as the Bible for the movie, in fact on the call 

sheet, which is printed everyday of the filming; at the bottom he included the 

words, ñWhen in doubt, read the book.ò  That is a pretty clear message to the 

cast and crew, from where their direction was ultimately coming from.  

Everybody took their cues from the book. 

 

These scenes here with the horse drawn hearse were filmed in Dublin.  The 

water being thrown in front of the hearse was a tradition that Alan Parker 

learned about in Limerick, the water that had been used to bathe the corpse, 

was held back and then thrown in front of the funeral carriage.  The 

neighbors often did it.  The cemetery scene here was also filmed in Dublin.  

This is a popperôs graveyard that they are using here. A popperôs graveyard 

is where you are buried if you cannot afford a burial plot, usually it is in the 

back of a cemetery, in are area that is not kept up.  

 

Now we are back to a street in Cork.  Robert Carlyle a very versatile actor, 

look at his body of work that we have known him for; unemployed in ô97 

The Full Monty, druggie in ô96 Trainspotting, and a villain in ô99 The World 

is Not Enough, James Bond, and many more parts.  He is considered to be an 

easy actor to work with as he always knows his part and arrives ready to 

work, he is oddly committed to all that he does, a real joy to work with. 

 

St. Vincent DePaul Society was the charitable organization that kept them 

alive.  If you were desperate you would go to the society and they would 

give you a docket, a ticket, but they called it a docket to get fuel, coal, and 

wool. For food, you were allowed tea, bread and sugar.  This is common in 

every city in Ireland, no paper, no wood, we burned everything.  Mr. 

McCourt had very strange ideas about things he was very formal. You didnôt 

carry anything in your hand, you didnôt carry a parcel, for that was a low 

class thing to do, and you certainly didnôt pick coal off of the streets. Angela 

being a mother needed the coal to light the fire to make the meals and a hot 

drink. My father had strange notions. 

 



Literature to Film Lecture on Angelaôs Ashes, Directed by Alan Parker  - 9 - 

Primary source directorôs commentary by Alan Parker, complied and Copyright © 2004 by Jay Seller 

 

9 

Very little industry in Limerick, there was a cement factory, coal yards, and 

a flourmill.  That was all of the industries in Limerick.  

 

Frank McCourt always thought that his Uncle Pa Keating would have been a 

good father; he was very loving to the children.  But he and Frankôs aunt 

didnôt have any children.  During the First World War, he was gassed, came 

back to Limerick and worked in the Gas Works, as a result he spent the rest 

of his life hacking and coughing.   

 

Emily Watson wasnôt given too many merry moments in the film, and she 

carries them all off so incredibly convincingly.    

 

Frank McCourt said that one thing that was strange when he looked back on 

the family history, was that they always had cigarettes; they would send the 

kids off to buy them one at a time. 

 

Two children dead now, leaving only three children left, this stage of 

Irelandôs development was very much like growing up in a Victorian era.  

Ireland was like this until the end of the Second World War. The carriages, 

the horse drawn funeral carriages, like this for the mourners.  Frank 

McCourt stated that all of the funerals were vivid in his mind.  There were 

so many people dying in Limerick from Tuberculosis, that death became a 

form of entertainment in Limerick, they were always having wakes.  They 

would go to the wakes for eating and drinking and then they would all march 

behind the hearses to the graveyard.  As a boy Frank McCourt would say 

that they belonged to the ñDeath of the Month Club.ò      

 

Chapter 4: A Bad Yank 
Very little rehearsal with the kids, if you do things like this fight scene over 

and over with the kids, it just doesnôt look natural.  You always try as much 

as possible to get the kids to just act natural, like kids.   

 

When you consider the education that Frank McCourt had, with the corporal 

punishment and all, it is very ironic that he became a teacher at all. 

   

The trouble that Frank and his brother had when they went to school at first 

was because of their American accents.  The kids would imitate them, until 

Frank got mad and then he would fight back.  There was hostility towards 

them because they were from America. 
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Education at this time in Ireland was the philosophy that children were little 

vessels that had to be molded.  You were never allowed to think for yourself, 

ask a question, and wonder about things in life.  Mathematics, History, 

Geography was all taught by route, you had to memorize everything.  If you 

didnôt behave yourself, it was the strap and the stick.    

 

Frank McCourt has been called the Irish Dickens do you see it?  Do you see 

why he might receive that handle?  The boy playing the young Malachy here 

was scared to death to get into the bed with a dead baby.  As they explained 

the scene to him, it is difficult to explain experiences that are out of the 

grasp of the child actorôs knowledge.  In the end they all understood the 

scene, but in the beginning they were terrified to do it.  When you are 

working with kids only half of it is acting, you really rely on their 

intelligence to get it, and that is all that you really need. 

 

Now after the prayer, we give a touch of humor.  Here is a classic example 

of Frank McCourtôs writing, after a sad scene, comes something humorous 

or light hearted. 

 

Chapter 5: Please Dear Godé 
The crushing of the pint glass is filmed in the middle of Limerick.  That 

statue in the middle of the street in the background is what Frank McCourt 

actually walked by on a daily basis as he was going to Leamyôs School. 

 

The exterior of the pub is Southôs Pub that is referred to in the book, but the 

interior was done three weeks later in a different location.  The funeral 

carriage driver, sharing a pint here is Brendan OôCarroll, a famous Irish 

comedian. 

 

A lot of the locations that were used in the movie came from a Japanese 

website.  A gentleman had gone around and made a map of all of the 

locations in the book and put them on a web site for tourist to use, when 

visiting Limerick.  As a result it was rather easy for Hollywood to find all of 

the filming locations, as they were able to retrieve them from this web site. 

 

Frank McCourt said that it was a long time, before he had realized what his 

mother had actually gone through, with the death of these children, all 

within a year and a half, one in Brooklyn and two in Ireland.  If these 

children had received proper nutrition and clothes, they would have all 
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survived now; after all, these were basic respiratory problems that they 

suffered from. 

 

Frank stated he remembered this moment vividly, a very strong memory of 

his father drinking black Guinness and setting his mug on top of Eugeneôs 

white coffin. 

 

Chapter 6: Roden Lane 
The St. Vincent DePaul Society was essentially a kind and charitable 

organization, but they had developed a very stern exterior.  This organization 

has been around for a long time and even operates in the states.  They were 

kind, but unsympathetic, there was a snobbish attitude in Limerick, if you 

were poor, you were lower class and as a result you had to crawl a little bit.  

There was great humiliation in this process.  The dole is the unemployment.  

ñBeggars canôt be choosers,ò that was their philosophy.  

 

Frank McCourt in the book describes this society and how humiliating this 

experience was for his family.  A lot of people upon viewing the film didnôt 

feel like the studios did justice to this organization for all of their great work.  

But when you witness your mother going through this experience, it might 

stay with you in a different manner, thus this is what they present. 

 

The color scheme for this movieé  The red coat, you notice that it is the 

only primary color that stands out.  They attempted to keep the film rather 

monochromatic, muting most of the primary colors.  They made five of 

these coats, each one getting worse than the previous coat, yet it is done 

incredible shuttle and as a result you may not even notice. 

 

Notice the incredible presence of the crucifix on the wall; it is larger than 

life and deliberately done to show the ever-present nature of the church at 

this time. 

 

Here we are in Roeden Lane; this was the biggest set they had to build for 

the movie.  It was actually built in the middle of Dublin.  They tried very 

hard to find the old lanes, because of the affluence of Ireland right now; they 

had all been pulled down.  Jeffrey Kirkland built this set in six weeks.  It is 

an absolute replica of the lanes at this time, all based on old photographs. 
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A shot of King Johnôs Castle and the Shannon River, in the middle of 

Limerick.  There were actually very few angles that you can film in 

Limerick, and not see the 20
th
 century progress present in the shots. 

 

The interior shots of Roeden Lane were filmed in Ardmore Studios.  The 

interiors had to be built so that they could light them and get 50 

crewmembers in around these very tiny rooms. 

 

They had what they called ñtwo up and two down,ò which means two rooms 

on the top floor and two rooms on the bottom floor.  The McCourt family 

lived at the bottom of the lane, and when it would rain the rain would 

accumulate and flow in under their door.  There you have the one toilet at 

the bottom of the lane; they used squares of newspapers for toilet paper.  The 

photo that the family framed on the wall was Pope Leo XIII (13).  Eleven 

families used the same lavatory. 

 

The lavatory man kept forgetting his lines here, and little Joe knew them so 

he kept telling the actor what to say.  It kind of freaked everybody out, 

especially the lavatory actor. 

 

Chapter 7: Hanging On the Cross Sporting Shoes 
With the boys running down the street, we have a shot of Limerick.  Then 

the boysô running down the steps was filmed four weeks before that in Cork.  

Three streets away was this alley way with the arch, now they turn the 

corner and we are six weeks later in our set in Dublin, then into our set in 

Ardmore.  All effortlessly put together, by the editor Gerry Hambling, who 

has worked with Alan Parker for about thirty years. 

 

Just a reminder to the audience here, that contraception was absolutely 

forbidden in these times in Ireland.  Alan Parker stated that he likes working 

with kids, his first film which was done for television (1975), The Evacuees, 

had children in it, then he did Bugsy Mallone, (1976) which was all kids, so 

he must not mind working with children.  Alan Parker is a father and a 

grandfather, so that probably helps him with his comfort level. 

 

Mr. McCourt came from a farming family in the north of Ireland, as a result 

he was a good worker when he worked and he was able to work well with 

his hands.  He could work all day in a field with a shovel and a spade.  

Bobby Carlyle was a good painter and interior decorator, prior to his acting 

career taking off, so he too is handy with his hands. 
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The Leamy School was filmed in Dublin.  The school scenes were done in 

the first couple of days of filming for the whole shoot.  Alan Parker 

mentioned how odd it was to be filming someone elseôs life and then to have 

them show up and watch you does that job.  Frank McCourt as he was 

observing these scenes being filmed stated that, ñI feel like I am intruding 

into my own life.ò  Frank McCourt was also taken back at how accurate the 

interior of the school was to his own school. 

 

This scene here in the schoolhouse, with the bicycle shoes, was the one 

scene that Frank McCourt was able to watch being filmed.  Frank McCourt 

said that he stood against the wall in this room with his wife and Emily 

Watson and watched the filming of this scene.  He said that he was 

transported back to his childhood; he stated ñI was afraid that the school 

master was going to turn towards me, and ask me what I was doing standing 

against the wall.ò 

    

Chapter 8: A Friday Penny 
It is really hard for people to understand how important the accent was in 

Ireland, or anywhere in the British Isles.  In England you are distinguished 

by your upper class accent, your Cambridge or Oxford accent, or at the other 

end of the scale, your cockney or anything in between.  The Beatles were the 

ones that broke the accent barrier.   

 

The fact that this man is losing his dignity will of course also push him into 

the alcohol.  There is probably nothing more painful for a man to lose his 

dignity, because he cannot find work.  They try to show the pain that he was 

going through and not simply show the cliché of a drunk. 

 

They used a lot of humorous music to balance what John Williams was 

doing with his score. They also avoid the cliché Irish music, which you hear 

in every Irish film.  It is relevant in this film as the family started out in 

Brooklyn and the music of the United States became very relevant to him 

thinking about getting back there.  Johnôs score is very subtle and restrained.  

Alan parker and John Williams made a pact early on that there would be no 

barren drums and pipes that you associate with Irish films, avoiding the 

River dance mentality.   

 

In their home there was no bathroom, there was only one water tap 

downstairs, thus they would have to go downstairs to fill a bucket.  If you 



Literature to Film Lecture on Angelaôs Ashes, Directed by Alan Parker  - 14 - 

Primary source directorôs commentary by Alan Parker, complied and Copyright © 2004 by Jay Seller 

 

14 

wanted to cook, you had to boil water.  If you needed a shower or bath, they 

would boil a bucket of water and then wash next to the fire standing to keep 

warm.   

 

The Kevin Barry song, a song the family heard more times than they cared 

to hear.  This is written in the text in its entirety. Frank stated that he thought 

his dad would have died happy, if he had died for a cause.  He wanted to 

fight for Ireland.  This wasnôt so terribly uncommon, men yelling about 

Ireland, while their families expired.       

 

Bobbyôs dialogue here is almost exactly as it appears in the novel, very 

closely scripted, yet it appears almost improvisation as Bobby delivers it.  

There is only water in that bucket, a lot of method actors would have wanted 

urine in the bucket, but he settled for water. 

 

The humiliation of the man, as his self-esteem is eroded away all of the time.  

You also see Frank growing up before his time and the pain of Malacy, Sr. 

as he sinks further and further into despair. 

 

Chapter 9: God on His Tongue 
Two rituals presented.  Here we see the boys being prepared for communion, 

which is the second catholic ritual after baptism.  This is another example of 

Frank McCourtôs writing, how he inserts humor of his religious upbringing, 

into the serious lessons he learned as a child. 

 

When these kids started sticking their tongues out, the crew couldnôt stop 

laughing at them.  Because when you ask a child to do this for an extended 

period of time, it no longer is about the acting, but it is about these kids 

being real.  As a filmmaker, you want to make sure to get these real 

moments on film, but you can only concentrate on one child at a time. 

 

Some of the crew was literally crying, and stifling their laughter, watching 

all thirty-five of these kids sticking their tongues out.  

 

Interesting to note, that this is no national religion in Ireland, no official 

religion, however, here you have the public school, and the public 

schoolmasters preparing you for your first communion.  On the day that you 

were about to receive your first communion you would go around and 

collect money from all of your neighbors and relations, it would be the first 

time that you would have a few shillings in your pockets.   



Literature to Film Lecture on Angelaôs Ashes, Directed by Alan Parker  - 15 - 

Primary source directorôs commentary by Alan Parker, complied and Copyright © 2004 by Jay Seller 

 

15 

 

When it came to an education on the ñfacts of Life,ò they would pick up 

everything on the streets.  Everything was shameful, dirty and a sin.   

 

Chapter 10: Confession 
The cinema in Limerick and most of Ireland was censored.  So a lot of 

American films never made it to the cinemas in Ireland, as they were 

considered too sinful for the Irish people to see.  This was a Catholic 

repressed society. 

 

At this time in Limerick, the church was very powerful.  It is difficult to 

understand it now.  The Jesuits had a saying, ñgive us a boy till seven and he 

will be ours forever.ò 

 

For most protestants the confession is a very hard concept for them to grasp, 

thus as Alan Parker does here, he attempts to find the humor in it.  Alan 

Parker was raised an English Protestant. 

 

Chapter 11: First Communion 
As the second bucket of water comes in here on Joe, he was not told it was 

going to happen and it was cold water, thus he is not acting, but reacting.  

The cleaning of the ears and finally the spitting by his grandmother were all 

moments he was unaware that they were going to happen to him. 

 

This scene got the biggest laughs in Ireland. 

 

The wafer in his mouth was also real, not acting. 

 

Frank stated that this is supposed to be the happiest day of your life.  You 

would get a new suit, from the St. Vincent DePaul Society; you would get a 

communion and then your first communion breakfast, and then get to go to 

the Limerick Cinema to see James Cagney.   

 

The exterior of the church is not the same church you were in earlier.  An 

interesting note here, the woman who played the grandmother actually got 

married to her current husband in this church.   

 

Grandmaôs street was an actual street in Dublin.  They liked the fact that it 

had the lighter brick look to it.  The first communion is sacred; you arenôt 
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supposed to throw it up.  The two scenes here, the inside eating and then the 

outside throwing up were filmed about six weeks apart from each other.  As 

he was stuffing those sausages into his mouth, he actually did get a little 

sick, so you have half acting and half realism as he scoots away from the 

table.  What did he throw up?  A little bit of carrot, lemonade and orange 

juice. 

 

Frank mentions that all of the little boys in Limerick, wanted to grow up and 

be gangsters, just like James Cagney.  They were taught that all of the great 

gangsters and cops were Irish.   

 

Kind of sad here as these were the last scenes that little Joe did for them.  He 

came from a farmer and everyday prior to coming to filming he had to milk 

his dadôs cows.  He brought something unique to every scene that he was in.  

He went back to farming after he made this movie.  He was a beautiful and 

unspoiled kid, that everyone was extremely fond of working with. 

 

Now we have a transition from little Frank to middle Frank.  Middle Frank is 

played by Kieran Owens, who resembles the little Frankie, with his eyes, 

walk and freckles. 

 

Chapter 12: Irish Dancing 
Things were bad for the family, but one way of being respectable, was to 

send your kids to Irish dancing school, so Angela did just that with young 

Frank.  This is the scene that Alan Parker inserted back into the screenplay at 

the request of Frank McCourt. 

 

Kieran is a very accomplished in sports and he hated doing the dancing 

scenes, the only part he liked was the physical part where he gets to knock 

down the other boy.  Notice how well he handles the soccer ball at the end of 

the scene.  Paddy Clohessy, played by James Mahon is a very experienced 

actor.  These two bring a lot to the story line.  They interviewed 15,000 boys 

for the roles in this film.  Eamon Owens is the brother of Kieran Owens and 

plays the part of Quasimodo.  

 

The second film you see on screen here is Hop-Along Cassidy, 1935, so if 

you couldnôt grow up to be a gangster like James Cagney, you could always 

become Hop-Along Cassidy.  Frank stated that as a boy they like Hop-

Along, because he didnôt have to kiss the girl.  
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Chapter 13: Playing Truant 
Here in the cinema they give you an example of the newsreels.  Remember 

that television wasnôt invented until 1939, and then not in numerous 

households until 1950ôs.  Historians have pointed out that this is inaccurate 

as the Nazi footage was kept off of the screens, even in neutral Ireland, 

where the president was a big fan of Adolph Hitler, so this a bit of a cheat. 

 

They give you some subtle political references here, the 800 years.  Eight 

Hundred years is a long time to be under the British boot. 

 

An example of how hungry they were that they would actually yearn for the 

apple peel of the schoolmaster, Mr. OôNeil.   

 

These scenes in the countryside were done just outside of Dublin. 

 

They would play hokey from school, it was called ñgoing on the mitch,ò or 

ñmitching.ò  They lived so close to the country that they could be out in the 

grass of the fields in about five minutes.  Frank McCourt stated that this was 

the highlight to get chased by farmers, and the kids would always win, since 

the farmers wore rubber boots. 

 

Again you can see the athletic ability of Kieran Owens here with the 

throwing of the apple, he never missed James, and in fact he got black and 

blue by all the apples that were pegged at him.  This was very liberating 

scenes for these kids to film, living most of their lives in the heart of 

Limerick.  The crew also enjoyed the opportunity to get out in the 

countryside. 

 

Poor Quasimodo, name comes from the Victor Hugo novel and film, The 

Hunchback of Notre Dame.  He had a hump on his back; as a result he 

wanted to be an announcer on the BBC, thinking that would be the only job 

he could get with the hump on his back.   As a result he would try to practice 

and acquire a British accent.  

 

These scenes are great and remind us that with the repression there will be 

deprivation to provide us with some sort of humor, same as in the book.  The 

boy up the spout was a stunt boy, if there is such a thing.  He is actually a 

jockey so he is a little older than he looks. 
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The shadow through the glass door shoot is a David Lynch shot that Alan 

Parker pinched. 

 

Chapter 14: Class Distinction 
The idea of getting young Frank McCourt a job as an altar boy was his 

motherôs way of trying anything to get the family out of the slum or at least 

a step up.  Growing up in Limerick the children were exposed to three 

languages, the Latin of the church, the Irish Language, which was beaten 

into them in school, and English language, which they used, everyday. 

 

Branded by living in the lane, attending Leamy National School, that was 

the mark of the lower classes.  This example of the church closing its door 

on the boy shows how the Catholic Church was also involved in enforcing 

the class system in Ireland. 

 

Politically incorrect nowadays to have two characters smoking in a scene 

together, and particularly hard on Emily Watson as she had to take up 

smoking to do this film.  To her credit, she did give up smoking after she 

completed this film. 

 

Angela never approved of her son talking about these family issues and their 

life of poverty, as a result Frank McCourt waited until his mother passed 

away before he published his memoirs.  She always felt that such pain 

should be reserved for confession and that no one else should really know 

about it.  She wanted to pull a veil over all of the horrible things in their 

lives. 

 

Frank McCourt stated that his parents were very private about their fights, he 

rarely saw them, or witnessed discussions like this, and they were very 

private about their fights.  His mother didnôt erupt in front of the children 

and never disagreed with her husband in front of the children.  She insisted 

that the children respected their father, as bad as he was. ñDonôt talk about 

your father.ò  The only time you were allowed to show strong emotions was 

when you were drinking, like anger, joy and merriment.  As a result he 

rarely witnessed his parents embracing or sharing emotions with each other. 

 

It is important that the young Frank McCourt witnesses this dialogue, as 

remember it is he who is telling the story.  From a fictional look, it would 

have been interesting to have more scenes of the parents together, so that we 

could understand their relationship better, but from the text view, everything 
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is told through Frank McCourtôs eyes.  In conventional fiction terms, this 

would have been an intimate scene between these two.        

 

Chapter 15: Baby Alpine 
Later in life, Frank McCourt said that he overheard his mother complain 

about all of the children that she had, wishing that she hadnôt have had so 

many children.  But there was no birth control available to the lower class, 

and if you used it, or could obtain it, it was a sin, another triumph for 

Catholicsô and lack of contraception. 

 

The interior of this post office was filmed in Dublin and when he moves out 

into the street it is back in Cork.  Nice shot to look at atheistically, since it is 

backlit. 

 

Frank McCourt said later that he did have mixed feelings about his father; he 

couldnôt understand the sickness that would allow a father to walk into a pub 

and then forget about his children. 

 

His mother would say that your ñDad has chosen the bottle over the babies.ò  

It is hard to comprehend that type of an addiction, where you endanger your 

own children.  In less than nine and a half years, Angela had seven children.  

There was a gap of four years between Mike and Alfie, how she avoided 

having a baby in that time was saying no.  Remember that it was also a sin to 

refuse your husband, to refuse to do your wifely duty, as they would call it.  

You had to submit, that the purpose of marriage was to have children.   

 

Didnôt use any dolls here, they were all real babies that Emily Watson was 

handling.  Emily Watson has no children of her own, but everyone was 

amazed at how well she handled the babies on the set, which were thrust into 

her arms from all directions. 

 

Chapter 16: The Typhoid 
Frank McCourt stated that this society was puritanical and that you couldnôt 

even throw a brick in Limerick with out hitting a priest. 

 

Here now is the confirmation, which is when you become a true solider of 

the church.  Frank McCourt thinks to this day that it was the lavatory outside 

of their door, is how he caught Typhoid Fever, and spent three and a half 

months in the fever hospital in Limerick.  He nearly died; they said it was 
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the prayers of the boys in the church that saved him. In reality it was two 

blood transfusions from two soldiers in the Sarsfield Military Barracks, 

which saved his life.  The belief at this time was that there was a crisis in 

every fever and if you can get over that you can be saved.  This was a fever 

hospital, so as a result visitors were not allowed, and they only let his father 

in to visit him, as they expected him to die. Snuffing out of the candles is 

symbolic to the snuffing out of life. 

 

Here we have symbolism with the blowing out of the candles, which 

represents the snuffing out of life.  The hospital scenes were all done in a 

mental institution called Saint Itise, which is located outside of Dublin.  Dr. 

Campbell is a cameo appearance by director Alan Parker.  This building is 

one of the last buildings built for Ireland by the British, prior to them giving 

up on the Irish.  Great looking building architecturally and it has been used 

in numerous movies. 

 

The buckets of blood is a repeat for Alan Parker, one in which he wasnôt 

fully aware of the repeat, but you see the same shot in Angelôs Heart, 1987, 

only with buckets catching blood dripping. 

 

Being in the hospital gave Frank a lot of firsts, 1) his first bed to sleep in 

with clean white sheets, 2) his first bath his first lavatory, and 3) three meals 

a day.  Still he couldnôt wait to get out and get home. 

 

In the book there is whole chapters that make reference to Frank 

understanding the beauty of words, there could have been several 

possibilities for Alan Parker to film, but this is what the hospital scenes 

provide us with.      

 

Chapter 17: Jesus and the Weather 
Frank stated that he was treated like a hero when he got out of the hospital; it 

was like he had survived a war, as very few people did survive the typhoid 

fever.  Those who didnôt get Typhoid Fever would get TB, tuberculosis.  

 

Mr. McCourt was considered the bad boy of the lane, as he would throw 

away his dole on the drink, he would constantly lose his job, while other 

men on the lane would bring home their dole to their families, and would 

actually get jobs and keep them.  
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Ironically, Frank McCourt might have gotten his ability to tell a story from 

his father, the man that never really was a father to this family, but he was a 

great storyteller. 

 

Due to the fever, he was put back into the same class as his brother; this was 

a very shameful moment for the young Frank McCourt.  When he went 

home from the fever ward, the doctor told his mother, that he should have 

meat three times a day.  The closest he ever came to that was bouillon cubes.  

His mother would make a soup with the beef bouillon cubes.  

 

Again all of these Leamy School scenes were shot on the first or second day 

of filming, but here now you see this scene inserted towards the middle of 

the movie, kind of odd to think about.  Movies are almost always shot out of 

sequence.  They only had this school for a certain period of time and had to 

shoot all of these sequences in that period of time. 

 

The pub here, with the Statue of Liberty is a reflection of the image you saw 

in the beginning of the movie.  Reminding of us of where this little boy 

came from and where he wishes to return.  Thus the Liberty Pub was an 

artistic license by the director. 

 

They were never allowed to write about what they wanted to write about; 

you couldnôt use your imagination, you were always told what to write. 

 

Here is Frank McCourtôs first successful piece of prose. 

 

One criticisms the film was that Alan Parker filmed too much of the rain. 

 

Mr. OôHalloran, was the first teacher to ever encourage his students to be 

human beings.  The Leamy School in limerick is actually an office block, so 

these were all filmed in an old school in Dublin.       

 

Chapter 18: Gone To England 
The calling out of the dinner items was a great source of pride in the lane.  

Each family would do it, mentioning what the course of the day would be 

comprised of.  They would always be playing outside, usually kicking 

around a football (soccer ball to us) made out of a sheepôs bladder. 

 

The church was everywhere even in the bed.  

 



Literature to Film Lecture on Angelaôs Ashes, Directed by Alan Parker  - 22 - 

Primary source directorôs commentary by Alan Parker, complied and Copyright © 2004 by Jay Seller 

 

22 

The music of Billy Holiday song, I Canôt Give You Love, in the background, 

the first time Frank McCourt heard her was on the 1) Armed Forces Network 

or 2) Radio Luxemburg, young Frank McCourt said he thought she was only 

singing to him.  ñI canôt give you anything but love, baby.ò  

 

They spent a total of six months finding all of these locations in Ireland.  

Even when you see a street shot like this one filmed in Cork with everyone 

walking to the train station, they had to do a lot of dressing to the street to 

hide modern connivances, and inappropriate signage for the day.  Everything 

had to look like it was in the right period.  This is Pierce Street Station in 

Dublin, considered to be the best period train station in all of Ireland. 

 

The train pulling out of the station is another repeat shot for Alan Parker, as 

he did that same shot in Pink Floyd, The Wall, in 1982. 

 

Many Irish families prospered working in the factories in England to help 

with the war effort.  This was the point of the families highest hopes, was 

that they were going to move from that slums out of the Lane, because their 

father was going to send money home every week.   

 

Frank stated that the telegram didnôt come by 6 pm, when the church bells 

rang on a Saturday night his mother would sink down by the fireside and 

smoke a cigarette in despair.  There really was nothing left for his mother to 

do, but to beg.  When she brought home these items from begging for the 

priestôs dinner, she would say that she got it from their grandmother.  

 

Here is another example of the magic of Hollywood.  The scene of the 

woman waiting to beg for the priestôs dinner was shot in Dublin, and the 

shot of the pram arriving and the boys seeing their mother, was shot in 

Limerick.  Shot five weeks apart from each other. 

 

The Redemption Church in Limerick didnôt let them use their church for the 

fi lming, you can probably guess why. 

 

Chapter 19: Working Man 
Shay Gorman, playing the role of Mr. Hanna died shortly after the filming of 

this movie was completed. 

 

All of these shots of Frankie hauling the coal were shot at almost every 

location that they went to, and then assembled here. 
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The bags were filled with coal, as they wanted Kieran to have the feel for the 

weight, plus it would have been one more thing for this poor kid to have to 

remember.  He really cares the weight of the film. 

 

This was Frankôs first job, helping Mr. Hanna deliver coal.  He had bad legs 

so he hired a boy to help him with the bags of coal, as some days he couldnôt 

even get off of the cart.  He did this job for thirty years; Frank stated that he 

doesnôt know how he survived doing it that long.  Frank McCourt got an 

infection from the coal dust in his eyes, an infection that would stay with 

him until he was about 39 or 40 years old.  Later on in life when penicillin 

was invented, it would clear up for a short period of time, but then re-occur.  

Here is a thought, Homer, Milton, James Joyce, Shaun OôCasey, are all great 

writers and they all had trouble with their eyes.  Frank McCourt thought that 

if he had trouble with his eyes, it might mean that he too would become a 

great writer.  For the filming here, he is wearing red contact lenses. 

 

In the pub here you can identify who delivers the coal and who delivers the 

flour.  Nice visual scene, even though it is not very important. 

 

The interior of the Lyric Cinema was built in the studio in Ardmore.   

 

Make up courtesy of Sarah Manzoni, which is not on your credit sheet. 

 

Chapter 20: Christmas 
Frank McCourt stayed in the hospital for one month with his eyes and they 

couldnôt diagnosis what was wrong with them. 

 

Men were constantly coming back and forth between Ireland and England.  

They always waited for something, but nothing ever came, even at 

Christmas time.  Angela was very good at making excuses for her husband. 

 

The train station filming here took all day, and by the end of the day Emily 

just could not hold the baby any longer, and Kieran offered to hold the baby 

between takes, Alan Parker saw the image of Kieran holding the baby and 

thought it was very powerful.  So here something that happened by mistake 

winds up in the film.  The image of course of him is of him becoming the 

surrogate father. 

 

Coventry was the most bombed city in the British Isles, an industrial city.   
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Imagine the type of strength you would need to raise children like this?  

Frank stated that when he was growing up he was always on the edge of 

hunger and always cold. 

 

The sheepôs head was something that the kids were not aware of until it was 

set down in front of them, thus there is their reaction. 

 

A lot people asked Frank why his mother didnôt have a job, but there were 

no jobs for the woman of her generation and there were no jobs still in 

Limerick.  

 

When Frank McCourtôs dad would be home and actually cook, he would 

make Portage, and he would put everything that was left over in it, which 

wasnôt much of anything, but he never ate.  If Angela had any money at all 

or few children to take care of, she could have moved the family to England, 

where she could get a job.  But she couldnôt do that, as she had too many 

children to look after and no money.   

 

People also asked Frank why his family didnôt put down a plank and then 

walk across the water with it in the winter rainy season, instead of walking 

in the water.  But if they had a plank, it was used for firewood to cook with 

and to keep warm.   

 

This moment of seeing his dad leaving for England a second time, was a 

turning point in Frank McCourtôs life.  This is where he became a man, or so 

he thinks.  This moment was a vivid as the pint on the coffin, in Frank 

McCourtôs mind.  He never came back home, he would send letters, 

admonishing them and that was that, only once did he send money, 3 

pounds. 

 

This is not an autobiography, but it is a memoir, an impression of ones life, 

not exactly detailed.  So the story is not blow-by-blow, it is the things that 

affected him and his version of that.  So that there is truth at the heart of it, 

but it is blurred.  Frank McCourtôs memory is incredible in telling his own 

story and how well he actually remembers the events of his life.  

 

Alan Parkerôs favorite scene is when Frank follows his father here. 
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Now we have another transition, from middle Frank to older Frank, both of 

these are really smooth. They could have had the opportunity to use digital 

effects, but they wanted to avoid that technique for the transitions to the 

ages.  Here we have Michael Legge playing the older Frankie.   

 

Chapter 21: Eviction 
There is the reason why they didnôt have a plank downstairs, they even 

knocked down their wall and burned it.  Frank recalled this Mrs. Purcell as a 

moment of luxury, to get to come in and listen to the radio. 

 

Frank stated, ñjust fell in love with Billy Holiday, without even seeing her 

picture, it was how her voice came across the radio like an angel.ò 

 

Phelim Drew, who was the reporter in The Commitments, plays the landlord. 

 

The lowest point in their life, being evicted, Angela had such pride that 

when they left that house, Angela made them go in the middle of the night. 

She didnôt want the neighbors to see that she got evicted, so they made three 

or four trips in the night to Laman Griffinôs house.  Lamanôs job was digging 

holes for the electric light poles around the countryside.     

 

They filmed in the lane set close to three weeks, so they got a lot of mileage 

out of the set that they built.  As they are leaving here, Malacy was supposed 

to seeing Swaney, the Al Jolson song, but they couldnôt afford it, thus Alan 

Parker wrote the song Kaiser Bill, that he is singing here. 

 

The exteriors of Lamanôs were filmed weeks before they filmed the interior 

scenes. 

 

Chapter 22: Dirty Things 
Hoppy OôHalloran, played by Brendan Cauldwell, provided intellectual 

excitement and he treated the boys like human beings, not to mention his 

enthusiasm for America.   

 

Another reason why churches donôt want film crews in them, is that they 

would have to change the interior, especially they altar to match the period 

and then transform everything back to its original; state, not to mention a 

film crew of fifty which might not value the site as a religious gathering 

place. 
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Confession for the catholic, reassures them that if they die in their sleep they 

would immediately go to heaven, as they confessed their sins and received 

absolution. 

 

In the book Frank McCourt describes these priestsô ears to be as ólarge as 

shells,ô thus they looked all over Ireland for a person to play this part.  Must 

confess the make-up artist also had a hand in creating these ears, along with 

the Almighty. 

 

Chapter 23: Laman Griffin  
If she defied this man, she would have been put out into the streets.  Lots of 

people gave Angela advice and suggested that she give up the children and 

put them in an orphanage, but she refused.  Several of Frank McCourtôs 

cousins were sent to orphanages and they have horror stories worse than this 

life to tell. 

 

One of the reasons why this movie and novel are called Angelaôs Ashes is 

because the original story was to end with Frank sprinkling his motherôs 

ashes over the family grave in Limerick.  He finished the story a little early, 

but he still liked the title so he decided to keep it.  He felt he couldnôt right it 

without any emotional clarity until she died.  The relationship with Laman 

Griffith might not have been possible to write while she was alive. 

 

Uncle Pat couldnôt read, but made his living selling newspapers, he did 

know how to count money.  He was considered simple, they say that he was 

dropped on his head as a boy, but Frank McCourt says that seems to be the 

running story for half of Ireland. 

 

Michael Legge, when he arrived on set he had gained some weight from his 

audition, so Alan Parker asked him to drop his weight for this movie.  He 

took twenty pounds off of his frame and kept it off during the entire filming.  

He was put on a strict diet to accomplish that; you canôt have a chubby boy 

in a starvation situation. 

 

The voice over as he licks the newspaper, comes directly from the book. 
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Chapter 24: Telegram Boy 
The washing scene and then up to the bed, was a longer scene which even 

included Frank interfering with himself, it was shorten and they also thought 

it was a bit too much.   

 

Frank McCourt stated that when people were generous they would do it in a 

rough way, there was to be no sentiment, no emotion, it was a way of 

protecting yourself.  This is Alan Parkerôs second favorite moment in the 

film, Aunt Aggie buying Frank a new suit of clothes. 

 

Frank McCourt was a telegram boy for two years, and he did this while the 

war was going on.  As a result he delivered plenty of sentimental telegrams 

of the loss of loved ones.   

 

The montage of the 1) telegrams being delivered was filmed in all of the 

locations they worked in, just like the 2) delivering of the coal. 

 

Chapter 25: Theresa 
Here is the use of a cunningly disguised stunt man.   

 

Kerry Condon is playing the role of Theresa.  She had never acted prior to 

this and was only sixteen years old.  Very talented performance and I am 

sure she will go on to do other things.   

 

Frank McCourt stated when this experience happened the only thing he 

knew about women was that it was all filth and sin. 

 

The telegram building is the same location that was used for the hospital 

interiors, that metal institution.  Great use of the English language with the 

confrontation with the supervisor, remembering that radio was scarce and 

television was not around at all, the use of the language in gaining the upper 

hand was a thrill. 

 

At this time period if you got TB, tuberculosis people would treat you like a 

leaper, you were avoided. 

 

Imagine what this would be like for a teenage to comprehend that his own 

mother had to surrender herself to her cousin, in order to have a roof over 

her head for her kids and to feed them.  And then at the same time, Frank is 
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having his experience with Theresa; imagine the confusion for a teenager to 

have to deal with. 

 

And then having no one to talk to adolescence is hard enough, but then to 

deal with all of this on top of it.  Frank talks about the fact that there really 

was no adolescence, you were a child one moment and then you became a 

man, and you went to work.  

 

Emily Watson has to age fifteen years during the duration of this film, which 

is not an easy task for her, as she was too young for the role to begin with.   

 

Chapter 26: Threatening Letters 
Mrs. Finucane provided Frankie with a job and the means to get to America, 

again because of his writing talent.   

 

The exteriors of Mrs. Finucane were done in Cork, and the interiors of her 

house were done in a home in Dublin. 

 

Chapter 27: Confession to St. Francis 
Inevitable, like father like son, at least for Frank it never became a serious 

habit.  This was a difficult scene both to write in his book and for him to 

visually have to witness it on the screen. He still doesnôt forgive himself for 

this moment.  Frank said that he never told his mother that he was sorry 

about this moment in their life.  He said that he felt his mother knew that he 

was sorry for this moment, and that they both shared moments that they 

were sorry for, but never expressed. 

 

Film Trivia, this Franciscan Church in Dublin was on the same street that 

Maureen OôHara was born. 

 

ñGod forgives you and you must forgive yourself.  God loves you and you 

must love yourself. For only when you love God and Yourself, can you love 

all of Godôs creatures.ò  

 

Chapter 28: The End of Debt 
Frank McCourt stated that he justified taking these funds, as Mrs. Finucane 

was going to leave it all to the church to say masses in her honor after her 

death. 
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Throwing the ledger into the Shannon was filmed ten times, which was all of 

the ledgers that they had to work with.  Alan Parker said it was very 

frustrating to watch each one float away, knowing that the shot wasnôt right 

and they would have to do it again. 

 

Chapter 29: A New beginning 
The eclipse is done with one gigantic light called a Wendy light, named after 

the great cameraman Wendy Watkins.  They are cheating with the eclipse as 

they speed it up, at this point the audience doesnôt want to wait twenty 

minutes to see an eclipse.   

 

Imagine going to America, without knowing anyone.  He didnôt need a 

sponsor, since he was an American citizen.   

 

Strange, but true, there was an eclipse the night before he left for America.  

This was called an American Wake, when people went to America they gave 

them this type of party, celebration and grieving at the same time.  You can 

cry through your laughter.  This was 1949.  A future completely unknown, 

not knowing what you were facing, no education, and no skills, but there 

was hope taking a chance that was all you could do.  The American dream, 

hope that you could bring your family over in the future, which is exactly 

what Frank McCourt, did do.  The dead are dead and the McCourtôs are 

thriving. 

 

The ending here with Frank looking back down the streets and seeing 

himself is totally cinematic, it has nothing to do with the book, and it is Alan 

parkerôs favorite moment.  It all serves as a cinematic curtain call for the 

actors.  Alan Parker thought about ending this film on the classic walk away 

shot, but he thought that they really should go full circle, and the promise of 

America, the Statute of Liberty.   

 

Ending of the movie, we are seeing the Statue of Liberty. This final shot is a 

digital shoot of the Statue of Liberty in the background.  

 

Chapter 30: End Credits 
Show this after completing the movie, Special Features: 

The Making of Angelaôs Ashes 

 
In 1996 one of the most astonishing literary debuts in history came with the publication of Angelaôs Ashes 

written by former school teacher Frank McCourt it was the true life memoir of his childhood spent in 
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poverty stricken Ireland.  Acclaimed by critics and read by millions worldwide.  Angelaôs Ashes won the 

Pulitzer Prize for literature, one of the highest accolades a book can receive.  For some it was the lyrical 

writing style, which made Angelaôs Ashes a classic prompting comparison with Dickens and Joyce. 

 

For many it was the evocative way in which the author captured the rain soaked streets of Limerick.  For 

others it was the warmth and humor in which McCourt told his devastating yet some how uplifting story.  

One thing was certain that someday Angelaôs Ashes would make a stunning film.   

 

Allen Parker director of the smash hit musical Evita, had already brought one best selling Irish story to the 

big screen, The Commitments.  Now he would return to the streets of Ireland, for his adaptation of another 

modern classic. 

 

ñI always liked Ireland and I had a really great time the first time I made a movie here, The Commitments, 

so this is just revisiting really.  Iôve always loved the story, the working class story, the period always 

attracted me, but most importantly it was the beauty of Frank McCourtôs words.ò  Alan Parker 

 

ñI thought the book would be published and maybe the first edition would sell, and if it wasnôt successful, I 

would go back to teaching.  To make a movie of it, Oh no.ò  Frank McCourt 

 

ñIn the end everything about the film is the book.  The book is the heart of what we are doing, and it is the 

blueprint for what we are doing.ò  Alan parker 

 

ñFinding the right actorôs to fill the right shoes of the adult roles was easy.  Two-time academy award 

nominee Emily Watson would court Oscar for a third time with her heart felt betrayal of Angela McCourt.  

The mother struggling to hold her family together against the odds.ò 

 

ñI first saw Emily in Lars von Trierôs 1996 film Breaking the Waves, I thought she was extraordinary in 

that film. It was just amazing.  I have seen most of what she has done, and it is not like she has made a lot 

of movieôs she hasnôt, but she is pretty extraordinary.ò  Alan parker 

 

ñThe first day of shooting I saw Emily Watson when I was in Alan Parkerôs trailer, where we were having 

lunch and Emily came in, I said óOh my Godô, my mother.ò 

 

ñAnd I play Angela who is the man of the family.  Who is always having children. And we kind of live in 

lots of places like this and we get evicted from slums on a regular basis.  All in all it is quite tough, but she 

must have done something right, because she brought up Frank McCourt.ò  Emily Watson 

 

Robert Carlyle would play Frankieôs wayward father Malachi McCourt. ñScott Runden called me and told 

me that Robert Carlyle was being considered for the father.  And I said, óOh my God!  Cause I had seen 

him in the Full Monty and Train spotting.  I said this is going to be explosive chemistry, as they say in the 

business.  And it is.ò   

 

ñI play Malacy McCourt as the father of young Frank McCourt, amongst others.  He is not what I would 

call a bad man.  This is what the problem was for me at first.  Because when I accepted the part, cause so 

many people said to me, oh your playing this role and heôs terrible, heôs this, heôs that.  So what I tried to 

do was try to find the lightness in the guy.  And to try to paint a picture of a man who was or canôt accept 

his responsibilities.  That was his biggest crime.ò  Robert Carlyle. 

 

ñRobert Carlyle is an actor that I have admired for a long time.  Heôs got honesty and truth about him and 

the character he plays Malacy McCourt is a sad character and does some terrible things, but actually itôs not 

his fault.  He is not the villain of the piece; he is not the sort of cliché wife beating villain sort or father that 

leaves the family.  He has other lives to him that make him interesting.ò  Alan Parker. 

 

ñMy father is sort of a mystery to me.  How deep or how wide was his intellect?  I know he read I know he 

had dozens of poems and songs stuck away in his brain.  And I know he had a right dry ironic sense of 




