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Principal cast: Vincent Gallo (as Mohammed), Emmanuelle Seigner (as Margaret).
Excerpt from “Tiff 2010. Day 5” by Daniel Kasman, Mubi, September 14, 2010.

Jerzy Skolimowski…has been making audacious art cinema since the 1960s, took nearly twenty years off to work as a painter, returned as if he never left with the surprisingly normal (and quite excellent), Four Nights with Anna (2008), and now has produced Essential Killing, probably the strangest thing this very strange filmmaker has ever done.  The film opens in the desert where Gallo, dressed as an Arab and who may or may not be American or Arab or Taliban or American Taliban, we never know (or he may be Vincent Gallo), kills an American solider and two contractors.  In a remarkable sequence of austere specificity, as if such things were regular subjects for feature films, the man is captured by American forces, processed in prison, shaved, interrogated, tortured, and finally transported from the sand of one unnamed country to the snow of another, where he escapes into the landscape.

Skolimowski starts with an epic helicopter shot of the desert, its immense emptiness and secret crevasses, being covered by an American military helicopter, introducing immediately the film’s two main concerns of the land and of the chase.  But while it starts with impressive military details, Essential Killing moves quickly to the narrative minimalism and visual abstraction of Gallo plunging his way through snowy banks.  We get some scenes of survival—eating ants, tree bark—some demure but highly suggestive scenes of violence, and of course some touches of the filmmaker’s zanier sense of humor—a fat, breastfeeding woman tips over on her bicycle and Gallo seizes an opportunity for nourishment—but the majority of the film is about trudging, and trudging through snowscapes shot in handheld digital video.  This completely stripped down film thus appears as if made by a young man, or a new filmmaker, one working in allegory and experimenting with new technology.  It touches upon Dead Man, Nicholas Ray’s On Dangerous Ground, and a myriad of Westerns.  It’s mysteriousness isn’t exactly one of evocation, despite its silence (Gallo never utters a word) and lack of explanation, psychology, ideology, etc., but, due to its supreme dedication to tracking land and the coverage of it by man, it has a kind of geological mysteriousness to it.  It is almost as if questions about Vincent Gallo’s suffering character —who has rather corny, blue-tinted dream-flashbacks to an Arabian wife and Muslim songs calling for Jihad…also, he sees brief glimpses of his future—are less important than questions about the land being churned through, the compositional fields of white smeared in digital across the screen, the perseverance for keeping going in this environment.  It is a very unusual film coming both from the filmmaker and from the actor, and it is one of the few I’ve seen [at the 2010 Toronto International Film Festival] that I also feel I absolutely need to see again.

Review by Roger Ebert, The Chicago Sun-Times, November 17, 2010.

Vincent Gallo is an actor not afraid of risks. Consider the challenge of making Jerzy Skolimowski’s Essential Killing, in a role for which he speaks not one word and must endure great physical hardship, much of it apparently real. Many another actor would glance at the screenplay and call for a taxi. That the film was worth doing was confirmed at this year’s Venice Film Festival, where he won the best actor award and Skolimowski won the Special Jury Prize.

In it, Gallo plays a Taliban terrorist fighter in Afghanistan. A terrified, exhausted man, who shakes so badly he can barely hold a rocket launcher as he kills three Americans who stumble upon him. One of the Americans is a battle-ready infantryman, and the other two seem to be dopeheads working for a contractor. Their rendezvous with destiny comes in a rock labyrinth opening from a valley floor.

The death scene is shielded from view from helicopters circling overhead. The Talibanist (never named) is so frightened he runs away, making himself visible, and he’s quickly captured. Then follows a painful sequence where he’s cross-examined during torture. The sound track suggests he can’t hear the questions because of a ringing in his ears caused by an explosion. Whatever the reason, he doesn’t talk, and is subjected to waterboardings and beatings.

Despite the contemporary setting, Essential Killing makes little point of politics. Yes, the man is Taliban and yes, he’s tortured, but there are no speeches and precious little dialogue by anyone, let alone the Gallo character. It’s  pure action, and then you’re free to find your own parallels.

Films of solo figures in a wilderness are daunting, especially for the figures, and I am reminded of two little-seen films, Joseph Losey’s Figures in the Landscape (1970) with Robert Shaw, and Cornel Wilde’s The Naked Prey (1966). I doubted after seeing the Wilde film that a naked man could elude six skilled hunters on their one turf.  After seeing Essential Killing, there isn’t a single event I particularly doubt, but it’s remarkable how many of them the man survives. He is moved to Poland for advanced questioning, but after a prisoner van overturns he escapes into a snowy landscape where he seems likely to freeze to death. We breathe easier after he doesn’t, but then he sticks his foot into a bear trap.

One must admit that when on the run and without food, he feeds himself with perfect logic using a human resource he stumbles upon. But neither here nor later does he seem opportunist or violent. The most effective elements in Gallo’s performance are his cries of pain and fear. Unlike the stoic heroes of most action films, who seem peculiarly pain-resistant, he is in terror and agony much of the time, and his resilience is the real subject of the film.

For Jerzy Skolimowski, this is his second film in two years, after Four Nights with Anna, (2008). Before that there was a fallow period of 17 years, during which he painted, wrote and acted. His roots go back to the beginning of the great postwar Polish cinematic renaissance; Andrej Wajda was a mentor, Roman Polanski an early collaborator, and his wonderful Moonlighting (1982) was an international breakthrough with Jeremy Irons as the foreman of a team of Polish workers in London. It takes place just before and after the banning of Solidarity, and those finding parallels may not be entirely wrong.

With Essential Killing, Skolimowski comes closer than ever before to a pure, elemental story. At Venice he declined to spell out its parable, if any, and Vincent Gallo didn’t attend. But the two have worked well together here to survive what must have been a grueling production. It reminds us that man, like any animal, fights for life with all of his will, and will do whatever is, yes, essential.
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