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Hello and welcome once again to The Big Screen. I’m John McGowan. Today I’ll look at two 
action movies – both of them on the theme of deadly pursuit – and then I’ll finish off with a few 
words about some other movie topics.  
 
The first movie for today has a very brief title. It’s simply called ’71 – and that’s written with an 
apostrophe followed by the numerals seven and one. I thought I would spell that out for you 
because this movie has – unfortunately - not received a great deal of publicity. I guess the title is an 
abbreviation for the year – 1971 – because the plot is set in Northern Ireland during that period of 
civil unrest which has become known as “The Troubles”.  
 
I was on a visit to the United Kingdom at the height of The Troubles and had some personal 
experiences which reflected the level of simmering fear which had spread through the UK at that 
time because of the terrorist activities of the Irish Republican Army. On one occasion I had taken a 
side-trip to the Republic of Ireland for a few days and, on my return to the UK, I was singled-out at 
the airport by a plain-clothes policeman who escorted me to an interview room for questioning. He 
wanted to know details of my visit to Ireland and also what business I had planned to do in the UK.  
 
Fortunately I was able to persuade him that my reasons for being in both countries was to do with 
television business. My native charm and my Aussie passport also played their part in persuading 
the policeman that I was not an IRA terrorist. 
 
The movie ‘71 very effectively takes us back to those times. Most of the action of the movie takes 
place in the capital of Northern Ireland – the city of Belfast – which is depicted as a bleak, 
threatening, cobblestone jungle. The city is on a civil war footing with the gloomy night-time 
streets empty except for groups of prowling predators – either loyalist children throwing petrol 
bombs or car loads of IRA gunmen looking for someone to shoot at. Into this terrifying setting is 
flung a lone British soldier who has become separated from his unit while they are caught up in the 
confusion of a street battle.  
 
Disarmed in the melee, the soldier quickly finds himself hunted like the quarry of a pack of wild 
animals. Initially he is chased through alleyways and over fences by two IRA gunmen who fire 
wildly at him as they run helter skelter through the bleak urban landscape. The filming of this chase 
is brilliantly achieved using hand-held cameras whose lack of steadiness emphasise the soldier’s 
terror and dis-orientation as he runs blindly in the life-or-death race to evade his pursuers. 
 
’71 is a movie that quivers with dramatic tension that is maintained right to the end. Most of the 
cast are unknowns but the young soldier is played by Jack O’Connell an up-and-coming 
international performer who played the leading role in the recent World War Two drama, 
Unbroken. In ’71 Jack also does a fine job of engaging our sympathies and he manages to do this 
with almost no dialogue at all. In a fine turn of acting the soldier’s terror and will to survive are 
revealed almost entirely by his facial expressions and other body language.  
 
‘71 is a tough, hard-edged movie and its depiction of the harsh complexities of “The Troubles” is 
awful and, therefore, faultless. I gave ’71 four stars. 
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The second pursuit movie is called The Gunman. This movie stars Hollywood veteran Sean Penn in 
the role of a mercenary soldier who, as the movie opens, is engaged in some nasty business in the 
African Republic of the Congo. Penn’s character is ordered to carry out the assassination of a local 
politician and then has to flee the Congo and return to his home base in London. He soon finds the 
he, himself, is now the target for assassination and has to fight for his life, calling for help from a 
network of friends and utilising his skills as a former special services soldier. 
 
It doesn’t sound like a bad action movie plot to this point, does it? It has the potential for a thriller 
in the style of the Bourne adventures. However, The Gunman is far from being another Bourne 
movie. The script has about as much fizz as a stale beer and many of the characters lack any degree 
of believability. One of the crucial secondary characters is played by Javier Badem who played the 
scary hitman in No Country for Old Men. In this movie he is far from scary and, in fact, his 
character seems to have almost no purpose whatever. Such a waste of a fine performer.  
 
And good old Sean Penn fails to convince us that he has the chops to be an action hero. He just 
looks too old for the job. Penn is a fine actor but every one of his fifty-five years seems to have left 
a deep line in his face and, added to his modest stature of five foot eight inches, this is not a good 
look for a character who is required to kick-box his way through phalanxes of big, buff bad guys. 
 
I have fond recollections of an earlier Sean Penn movie with African connections called The 
Interpreter which was released just ten years ago. Penn and Nicole Kidman made an electric duo in 
that one but, sadly, The Gunman misses the target with almost every shot. 
 
I gave The Gunman two and a half stars. 
 
Now just a couple of observations about things to do with the movies. I was pleased to see that 
Russell Crowe’s movie The Water Diviner got a TV showing in the lead-up to Anzac Day. It was 
only back in January that The Water Diviner was reviewed on this program – and we gave it three 
and a half stars - and to get from the Big Screen to the small screen so quickly must be some kind 
of record. 
 
I also noted some pleasing references to Peter Weir’s movie Gallipoli in the lead-up to the Anzac 
commemoration. In fact a couple of serious historians suggested a possible connection between the 
resurgence of public interest in commemorating Anzac Day and the release of Gallipoli back in 
1981. If this is so, it’s a wonderful testimony to the emotional power of motion pictures. 
 
Finally, today, I’d like to express a sad farewell to a long-time pillar of the world of the movies: 
Leonard Maltin’s Movie Guide. As is the case, I’m sure, with legions of movie enthusiasts, I have 
been a devotee of Maltin for many many years. His fat little book has proven to be a wonderful 
source of movie release dates; synopses of plots; cast lists; and ratings. The publications began 
some forty-five years ago – initially under the title TV Movies and have gone through many a 
freshened-up edition adding information about the latest releases to the vast storehouse of 
information about those that have come before. 
 
However, this year’s edition contained some sad news. The introduction to the 2015 edition 
announced that this one is to be the last. As Leonard Maltin points out, the book cannot compete 
with free access to movie information available on the internet. I am sad to see the last of Maltin’s 
Movie Guide. Although I admit that I am a frequent user of movie information from the internet 
there is still no way that you can fit the internet snugly into the drawer of the TV console. 
 
Well, that’s all for today. I’m John McGowan and, until next time, I’ll see you in the back stalls. 
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