Intro to The Constant Gardener Film Review

The Constant Gardener opens in Twin Cities theaters today. Does the adaptation of John Le Carre’s thriller novel translate well to film? KFAI’s Paul Bachleitner has the review.

Review of The Constant Gardener (((
A sense of nostalgia and longing sweeps through the opening frames of The Constant Gardener as star Ralph Fiennes, as British technocrat Justin Quayle, reminisces about his love for his dead wife. His search for the cause of her death interrupts an engaging love story told through flashbacks that eventually evolves into a deft thriller half-way through the film. That the film is enchanting and beautiful despite the clumsiness of its dual nature is a tribute to its Brazilian director Fernando Meirelles. His 2002 film City of God received four Oscar nominations, and the talent is just as evident here.

Meirelles’ hand-held camera captures Quayle’s memories with the roughness and emotional immediacy of a home video. Quayle meets his wife Tessa, played with particularly left-wing élan by Rachel Weisz, while delivering a lecture about the Iraq War. She offers to buy him a cup of coffee to make up for venomous attacks she makes on his support for the war, and a scene later they’re rolling in bed.

Meirelles intersperses the initial infatuation and marriage with cuts to later scenes in Kenya troubled by suspicions of infidelity that inevitably result from the couple’s personality differences. Tessa works with an advocacy group fighting the dumping of potentially harmful drugs on impoverished Kenyans by British-supported pharmaceutical giants. Quayle represents the British government.

As Quayle’s real-time search uncovers Tess has been murdered, clipped thriller elements emerge that are no less rewarding, but feel out of place by contrast. The camera adopts Quayle’s fear as it rests on strangers sitting on a bench, motorcyclists, and BMW drivers—any of whom could be agents who want to kill him. A brash soundtrack of squealing brass and pounding bass drums, which at first heralded Kenya’s exotic passion, becomes loud and scary as it pulses with Quayle’s fear.

The producers chose Meirelles because his films dwell in third world environments and do not simply use them as backdrops, as other recent thrillers set in Africa. He walks down baked red clay streets with Fiennes and Weisz as they negotiate a sea of tin shacks and people singing and dancing in open-air markets. The joy contrast shots of refuse in the streets and lines for medical treatment equally likely to harm as to help.

The plot lags at times during the love story and almost becomes lost during the transition to thriller as Quayle travels thousands of miles up and down Africa and to and from Europe. Nonetheless the film is unique for the intensely personal nature it brings to Quayle’s love for his wife and the beauty and suffering of the third world. It’s an approach that makes The Constant Gardener a very memorable film. I give it three out of four stars. For KFAI, I’m Paul Bachleitner.

The majestic beauty of Africa’s prime-colored savannahs and mountains reflects, too, the primal drives of fear and fighting. As Quayle searches for more clues against the starkly gray habitats of London and Berlin the fear doesn’t diminish, but goes into hiding into the more demure and no less frightening confines of an airport, a schoolyard, or a restaurant. In one memorable scene Quayle eats lunch at a London club with a high official played by Bill Nighy, whose dry wit about grilling their lunch menaces as it cajoles. She draws both the ire and the attraction of Quayle’s friend Sandy, a wily fellow diplomat with ties to the secret service played by Danny Huston. Huston, who has appeared in Silver City and Birth, has mastered the art of ambiguous character acting. At once a consoling friend who informs Quayle of his wife’s death and a double-crosser who covets Tessa and covers up for the pharmaceutical company’s unconscionable testing of a dangerous drug on Kenyans unaware that their free treatment for TB could also be deadly.

The flashback narrative structure eventually transitions into a real-time narrative, making a semi-ellipses mid-film as Quayle returns to Kenya for answers about his wife’s death. The transition to thrilfeels clumsy as the poetically shot, almost graceful, flashbacks are supplanted by the  when Quayle discovers the pharmaceutical company killed his wife and would kill him to keep its secret.

Meirelles handles the thriller half of the story just as well as the love story. 

Artfully, if heavily, wound into the plot is the political overtones of third world exploitation. The third world is made so palpable by Meirelles that it seems to be a major character. There’s so much splendorous color and corruption. Meirelles wants to see it all. H

This emphasizes the tragedy of exploitation embodied by the film’s pharmaceutical companies, but prevalent everywhere on a daily basis. The film is adapted from a novel by John Le Carre, and although both issue disclaimers that the story is a work of fiction it mirrors the third world’s daily tragedies. Meirelles has noted that western pharmaceuticals dump their unusable drugs on Africa for tax write offs and conduct tests they would not dare perform on western guinea pigs because many African nations are so desperate for inexpensive treatment they will not impose limits.

The film’s juxtaposition of several genres and themes is rewarding but also uneven. 
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