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I imagine that Joanna Hogg’s The Souvenir plays 
differently depending on your experience. From its 
Sundance premiere, I heard grumblings about its 
main character, Julie (Honor Swinton Byrne), and the 
frustrations some felt with her decision to stay in a 
clearly toxic relationship. For me, The Souvenir is perhaps 
the most empathetic movie to capture that kind of bad 
romance, the way it seeps into every aspect of your life, 
the way it changes your behavior, how you hold onto 
the memories of good times when things get rough and 
how after it ends, you’re a changed person.

In Hogg’s semi-autobiographical movie, Julie is an 
aspiring film student who wants to tell stories outside 
her rarified privilege. By chance at a party one night, she 
strikes up a conversation with Anthony (Tom Burke), a 
mysterious and slightly older employee at the Foreign 
Office. He takes a great interest in her, challenges her 
ideas and courts her with letters that make her smile. 
Anthony introduces Julie to art, gives her movie recom-
mendations and takes her out to fancy dinner clubs…

Throughout Joanna Hogg’s previous films, Unrelated, 
Archipelago and Exhibition, the characters are mostly 
privileged, repressed members of British families 
who feel their way around emotions without ever 
verbally acknowledging them. Her stories take place in 
gorgeous, architecturally rich spaces or off at an idyllic 
vacation. Often she places her camera far from her char-
acters’ faces to watch scenes play out from a distance, 

somewhat alienating the viewer from whatever inner 
turmoil is roiling within these people. Despite these 
characters’ material comforts and beautiful surround-
ings, there’s always a profound layer of vulnerability and 
insecurity in Hogg’s characters.

The Souvenir tops them all, in part because Swinton 
Byrne wears Julie’s vulnerability and insecurity as plainly 
as she if had put on a winter coat in summer. She gives 
a tremendous performance, balancing her character’s 
anxiety, her crumbling focus on school and her steadfast 
resolve to be there for Anthony …

As with Hogg’s previous work, her architectural eye 
perfectly frames the tragedy in all its different stages. 
Most of the drama unravels in Julie’s flat, a small 
but light-filled space that becomes overwhelmed by 
Anthony’s moody presence. His fondness for dark suits 
and a floor length deep navy coat contrasts against 
Julie’s pastel wardrobe. The mirrors in Julie’s flat and in 
the hotel room in Venice act like Hogg’s reflection on 
her past self, an understanding gaze that only comes 
with experience and time. David Raedeker’s cinematog-
raphy has a soft quality to it, as if the movie itself were a 
kind of memory that’s no longer as sharp as it once was. 
Most of the eclectic soundtrack are new wave staples 
about love, like the Psychedelic Furs’ ‘Love My Way’, a 
reference to the story’s ‘80s setting and Julie’s hopeful 
mood about this new romance in her life.
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