A GROUP OF schoolmates gather
on an east London rooftop. In the
distance, the City’s ivory towers
gleam, but they’re barely noticed as
the friends laugh, chat, take selfies
and throw out an impromptu
‘Proud Mary’ a cappella as the
sun goes down. A life-affirming
celebration of female friendship,
‘Rocks’ asks you to hold this
opening image in your mind when
one of them is later advised by a
teacher to give up her ambitions
of becoming a lawyer. ‘It’s good to
have a back-up,” she’s told. How do
you grow up in a city where half of
it feels so far out of reach?
Arealistdramawithaloose,
unaffected touch, director Sarah
Gavron’s follow-up to ‘Suffragette’
makesits point, though without
thedirectsocial commentarythat
powered thathistorical drama.
Instead, it rides shotgun with
Shola ‘Rocks’ Omotoso (Bukky
Bakray), a British-Nigerian teenager
wholives ona Hackney council
estate with herstruggling mum
and dinosaur-obsessed younger
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Friends united

brother (D’angelou Osei Kissiedu).

Soon mum isgone, leavingonly an

apologetic note and afew quid.
Abig-sis-and-little-brother

journey from fleapit
B&Bsto friends’sofas
ensues, as Rockstries
toswervethesocial
servicesofficers
loiteringoutside their
flat.It’sadeadening,
dead-end pathand
Rocksknowsit.She
justdoesn’t knowwhat
todoinstead.
It’'sacredittothe
storytellingof Gavron
and co-screenwriters
Theresalkoko (a

Rocks
Je ok Kk

Astunning coming-
of-age drama set
in Hackney.

To remind yourself
how greatitis hanging
outwith your mates.

Director Sarah Gavron
(12A) 91 mins.
Incinemas Sep 18.

Hackney-ite herself) and Claire
Wilson, thattough asit is, Rocks’s
journey never feels kitchen-sinky
and heavy.It’sacredit, too, tothese

vibrant first-time
actors, castviaaseries
of open workshopsin
Londonschoolsand
youth clubs. Bakray
isanatural, sparking
beautifully with fellow
first-time actor Kosar
AliasRocks’sbest mate
Sumaya, and seven-
year-old Kissiedu
isgreatasherkid
brother.Inonescene,
hewillleave your heart
onthecinema floor.

Behind the camera, youcan
sense afilmmaker who knows
whentodirectand whentolether
youngstarsjust be themselves. You
often have tostop tryingto catch
thelines of dialogue and just tune
intothe happy hubbub of their
frequency. ‘Rocks’ reverberates
with thatkind of noisy authenticity.
Tamponadviceissharedinthe
schoolloos, dance moves are
busted out, and Instagram and
Snapchatare ever-present to
capturethe moment.

Theresultisagritty but
giddyinghuman dramathat plays
like a glorious mix of ‘Precious’,
‘Girlhood’ and ‘The 400 Blows’
—ahuge-hearted coming-of-age
story thatservesasaninadvertent
throwbackto the easygoingbuzz
ofhanging out with your friendsin
the city youcallhome. And London
deservesoneofthose right now. m

By Phil de Semlyen
Whose school nickname was
not half as cool as ‘Rocks’.




