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Hello, and welcome once again to The Big Screen – I’m John McGowan. Today I’ll take a look at a 
contemporary, action-packed thriller called Sicario, and I’ll follow with some thoughts about the latest 
movie from Woody Allen which is called Irrational Man. 
 
Sicario is a contemporary Western. It’s set in the badlands of West Texas and across the border in the 
frontier town of Juarez, Mexico. There are elements in Sicario which recall that great Western classic, 
The Magnificent Seven from 1960. In that movie a polyglot bunch of sharp-shooting Yankees ride off 
to save some defenceless peasant farmers from the depredations of a horde of unprincipled Mexican 
bandits. 
 
In Sicario, while the storyline has some similarities, the firepower is much more lethal and, in the war 
on drugs, the stakes are very much higher. Briefly, the story follows a CIA-led operation which sets out 
to attempt to locate – and then eliminate – the kingpin behind a Mexican drug smuggling cartel. The 
importance of the end-game is summarised by a member of the CIA team when he states that the 
benefit of eliminating these drug barons “would be like discovering a vaccine.” 
 
There are no wasted words in Sicario: the dialogue crackles like a burst of automatic fire from an M-4 
rifle. This is a movie for action connoisseurs. The dramatic set-pieces twang with tension and are 
choreographed with military precision by Canadian director Denis Villeneuve. 
 
In one such sequence, early in the movie, a convoy of  five black SUVs race alongside the razor-wire 
border fence and are then granted priority to speed through the traffic-choked El Paso road crossing 
into Mexico. This lengthy sequence is first-class movie-making, composed from a mixture of top-down 
helicopter shots which are intercut with ground-level images of the speeding SUVs and their tense 
occupants. 
 
Later in the movie there’s another sequence which is much less frenzied but which also took my breath 
away with sheer cinematic delight. In this sequence, we find a group of about ten heavily-armed 
lawmen moving relentlessly into a position which will result in a night-vision raid on an underground 
tunnel used by drug smugglers. We have been warned to expect a deadly battle between the forces of 
good and evil. As the lawmen walk toward the entrance to their underground objective, director 
Villeneuve silhouettes them against a blood-red sunset and then allows them to disappear, one by one, 
into the blackness in the lower half of the screen. 
 
This powerful visual composition makes it clear to the viewer, wordlessly, that the lawmen are 
descending into hell. In addition, these visuals, and indeed all other sequences in Sicario, are 
underscored by some of the most effective backing music that I’ve heard in recent times. This ominous 
audio track aligns perfectly with the action and creeps into the mind of the viewer with a disturbing 
sense of threat.  
 
The settings and themes of Sicario recall 2007s Oscar winning Coen Brothers thriller No Country for 
Old Men and, as with that movie, the subject matter of Sicario leads to the depiction of some very 
confronting images. I suspect that some of these images are drawn, documentary style, from real life. 
At the centre of both Sicario and No Country... there is a character who is a hitman with the cold look 
of death in his eyes. In Sicario this role is embodied brilliantly by the Puerto Rican character actor 
Benicio Del Toro. The other chief male role – the head of the CIA operation – is played by Josh Brolin 
who, in No Country...,was the guy the cartel hitman was determined to track down and kill. 
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If Sicario has a weak spot it’s in the character played by Emily Blunt. Blunt plays an FBI agent who is 
brought onto the team in an attempt to legitimise an otherwise illegal covert CIA operation on US 
home territory. Blunt’s character lacks credibility and her role in the movie is reduced to that of the 
nervous, vulnerable onlooker who has little impact on the development of the story. 
 
But that’s a small grizzle. Taken as a whole, Sicario is a finely-crafted action movie and I gave it four 
stars. 
 
Now for a brief word about this year’s offering from the ever-prolific Woody Allen. The movie is 
called Irrational Man. It didn’t get much of a run in cinemas, and perhaps this was not surprising, 
given that its appeal falls well short of Woody’s other recent triumphs such as the magical fantasy, 
Midnight in Paris, and the powerful psycho-drama, Blue Jasmine. 
 
However, I take the view that any Woody Allen is better than none at all and Irrational Man is not all 
that bad. It’s one of Woody’s occasional crime thrillers and he brings a lighter touch to this one. It’s 
not quite a black comedy but it does induce the odd chuckle. Its screenplay is well-structured with 
touches of Hitchcock here and there and it even saves a dramatic surprise until the very end. 
 
While Irrational Man has nothing like the intensity of Woody’s gripping 2005 drama Match Point, you 
will not be totally disappointed when you come to see this movie - especially if you are a Woody Allen 
devotee. I gave it three stars. 
 
Well that’s all for now. I’m John McGowan and, until next time, I’ll see you in the back stalls. 
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