LITERATURE

My Brother Jack, written by George Johnston, is a classic semi-autobiographical novel which follows
the narrator David Meredith, and his family during the interwar period in Australia. Following the
novel, My Brother Jack was created into two adaptations- the 1965 television series produced? by
Gil Brealey, which aired on the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), and a television mini-
series by Ken Cameron, which was produced by the Channel Ten network in 2001. Both television
adaptations contain various similarities and differences between each other in addition to the
original novel itself, as result of Australia’s (views and values) at the time, its financial restrictions, as
well as the specific structure of the adaptations and how the era they were written influenced that
particular version of My Brother Jack. These elements are especially obvious in the introduction and
ending of both adaptations, as well as the scenes of Helen Midgeley meeting David’s family.

The initial introductions in both adaptations of My Brother Jack completely differ from each other.
Both Brealey and Cameron portray David as submissive and insecure; demonstrating his sensitive
nature, the tenuous relationship between David and his father, David’s high regard for his older
brother Jack, as well as a general outline of the behaviour traits of the members of the Meredith
family. At the beginning of Johnston’s novel, David introduces himself as well as the significant
members of his family. David especially mentions his brother Jack, and how he “does not come into
the story straight away.” (pg. 1) He tells of his childhood; his family and where they lived. David then
begins to elaborate on the war, how both of his parents participated in it in some way, and how this
specific war had altered himself as a child, revealing the “horrible reality” (pg. 13) of that time.
Brealey's adaptation began with all of the Meredith’s seated at the dinner table? (write what
happened in Brealey’s adaption). When Brealey’s version of My Brother Jack was produced,
television was still relatively conservative. So when the script was written, there was no scene
included when David and Jack were children, and when the cast was chosen, older actors were
chosen for the roles of David and Jack, as the series was perceived as too raunchy for children to
be filming on set. As well as this, the personalities of the characters in the first scene are specifically
overplayed. This is also because at that time specifically in the 60’s, the television audiences were
not very observant whilst watching, therefore the television shows produced had to make sure their
point was clearly evident in their series. Cameron’s adaption relates more to the initial text,
displaying a young David in the post war period, waiting for his father to return from war with the rest
of his family. In the next scene, Mr Meredith then returns to find that he has been demoted from his
job, which leads to him seeking comfort in alcohol. His intoxication then causes him to physically
abuse his wife, who wanted to obtain a job after finding out of her husband’s demotion. This
adaption differs from Brealey’s, as the television regulations were significantly altered subsequent to
his 60’s version. Cameron was able to demonstrate David’s father’s post traumatic stress syndrome,
by displaying Mr Meredith’s violence against his wife. As television was more conservative during
the 60’s, they were not able to do so. As well as this, children were able to participate in the series,
which gives the audience of Cameron’s adaptation a better insight of how David felt of his
childhood. Both Brealey’s and Cameron’s adaptations of the ending of My Brother Jack were also
highly different to each other, as well as the novel.

Brealey's adaption and Cameron’s adaption of the final scene in My Brother Jack are greatly
different. Both adaptations are completely different to each other and illustrate their different
interpretations of David and what should have occurred as the ending of the novel. In Johnston’s
novel, David had just returned after travelling being a war correspondent. He reunites with his wife
Helen, only to come to “the final resentful truth of the matter” (pg 344) that he was never happy
being her husband. He then speaks of his unplanned meeting with Cressida and Gavin, as well as
Jack introducing David to all of his friends and finally referring to him as “his brother Davey!” (pg
365). The novel ends with David meeting up with Cressida, and recapping Jack and his admiration
for David, which is all David ever wanted from his older brother who he looked up to. Brealey
completely altered the ending of My Brother Jack in his adaptation, and does not include the last
three chapters of the novel in his interpretation of the ending. The last scene is of the whole family,
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besides Jack who was at war, producing parcels for the troops. The final shot of the series was a
close-up photograph of Jack in his digger uniform, hung above the fire place. In Brealey’s version,
Cressida Morely, David’s new wife, was not mentioned in the ending of the novel. This was done
not only because divorce was not accepted in the 60’s, but because Johnston’s wife wrote the initial
television series of My Brother Jack, and did not want herself to be perceived as the character
Cressida, who could almost be viewed as the reason why David wanted his marriage to end with
Helen, rather than attempting to mend it. Also, for budgetary reasons, David, who had been
travelling prior to his return, could not be shown in places such as Greece or Papua New Guinea as
The ABC Network could not afford to film overseas. In Cameron’s adaption, Cameron demonstrates
more similarities to the novel in his interpretation. David runs into Cressida at an Italian restaurant,
who is accompanied by Gavin Turley. Both David and Gavin compete with each other in impressing
Cressida, however Gavin resigns in doing so after it is noticeable that Cressida only has eyes for
David. In the next scene, David is seen with Jack, who is proudly introducing his younger brother to
all of his friends. He then is seen with Helen, where he finally tells her he wants a divorce. In the
final scene, David is seen in Greece, with his family; two children and his wife Cressida, embracing
their new lifestyle. Seeing as Cameron’s adaptation was produced in the 00’s, television was able to
display David and Helen’s divorce, which made the adaptation more understandable than the 60’s
version. Cameron was also able to incorporate David and his family in Greece as their budget was
bigger, whilst Brealey’'s was not. Once again, both Brealey and Cameron’s interpretations of
scenes, especially when Helen meets the Meredith’s, is transformed in some specific way from each
other and the novel.

In the particular scene of Helen meeting David’s family, both Brealey’s and Cameron’s
interpretations differ, yet are quite similar in various ways. However, both adaptations capture the
actual introductory of Helen to the Merediths, the dispute between David’s brother Jack and Helen,
the spilling of cake on Helen, as well as David yelling at his family and leaving his home angrily with
Helen. In the book, Johnston writes of David introducing Helen to his family at his mother’s 60th
birthday party. Helen does not get along well with the Meredith’s, which lead to Jack confronting
David about Helen and how he shouldn’t be with her, as well as speaking to him of going to Spain,
in which Helen did not approve of. David and Jack then have a fight over the matter, and David
chooses to marry Helen two months following his mother’s birthday party. (add quotes) In Brealey’s
adaptation, Helen is made sure to be perceived as upper class to not only the Meredith’s, but to
Brealey’s audience. Obvious tension is seen between Helen and David’s family, as Helen and her
actions show that she thinks that she is better than the Meredith’s. David attempts to break the ice
by trying to steer the conversation and brings up the Spanish Civil War, in which both Helen and
Jack express their views on, which causes an argument between the two. Jack then has an
argument with David after he attempts to convince him of breaking up with Helen. Following this,
one of Minnie’s patients who was also invited to the Meredith’s get together, attempts to offer Helen
something to eat, but results in knocking cake all over her. David then expresses his anger to his
family and leaves with Helen. In his adaption, Brealey once again overly exaggerates his
characters, in this case, Helen’s persona by over dressing her and having her upper class character
demonstrate her snobby ways by her actions. He also does this through the Meredith’s, who are
perceived as very boisterous and almost uncontrollable individuals. In Cameron’s adaptation, the
scene begins with David picking up Helen and feeling rather nervous about Helen meeting his
family. Helen is then introduced to the family, Minnie in particular, and gives her a birthday gift which
leaves Minnie in awe. The Meredith’s begin to behave in a disorderly manner, which leaves Helen
disgusted and David initially embarrassed, then angry. Jack and Helen then have a fight about the
Civil War. After this, Jack and David were discussing Helen outside the home, when they heard a
loud crash from inside. One of the children had spilt something on Helen and Minnie was trying to
clean it up. The scene ends with David and Helen leaving, with David cursing his family on the way
out. In Cameron’s adaption, his version of Helen’s character is more placid then Brealey’s Helen.
Brealey’s character was very extreme in terms of class, whilst Cameron’s version of Helen still
demonstrated the character in the novel, but did not amplify her attributes.
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Both adaptations demonstrate that one specific text, for instance My Brother Jack, can be perceived
and translated in several different ways. This is a result of the time the adaptation was written and
produced, how much money was involved in the production, as well as the personal interpretation of
the director himself*. The introductory scenes, ending scenes and the meeting scenes in each
adaptation were all altered in some way from each other, as well as the original novel. Overall, the
differing elements of both the 60’s and 00’s adaptations of My Brother Jack can deliver a completely
different meaning to its audience.
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