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Wanted might be dumb, but it sure is fun.
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I remember a few years ago when a friend of mine got a super big screen TV.  As he demoed it to a group of jealous friends, he used select scenes from The Matrix because they were so darn cool.  Well, when he gets his next set, he’s going to have to use Wanted, because it is destined to be the new gold standard for visual effects.

In fact, the eye candy is so great, the film succeeds despite being having perhaps the dumbest premise of any film this century—maybe ever.  How dumb?  Well, consider this—the plot revolves around Wesley (James McAvoy), a faceless loser stuck in a dead end office job who is recruited by a thousand year old guild of weavers who also happen to be crack assassins.  The guild gets its directives from a magic loom that spits out targets in binary code made up from missed stitches, which help it to rid the world of various scum—although famous mass murderers and evil dictators apparently don’t make the loom’s radar.  Dumb enough for you?

In the early scenes, the film plays as a weird mixture of Office Space, Fight Club and The Matrix while Wesley fights panic attacks, releases male angst and rants in voiceovers at the way his job and society seems to be emasculating him, all while trying to escape some guy who is apparently trying to kill him.

Once Wesley is recruited by the assassins, the movie becomes stupider, with insanely large plot holes and one huge twist that viewers can see coming about 20 minutes away.  Oddly though, as it grows dumber, it also becomes cooler.  Credit here goes to Russian director Timor Bekmanbetov who packs every scene with jaw-dropping visual bling.  He’s particularly effective with shootouts, cannily using computer graphics to give a bullet’s-eye view of the gunplay (and in this universe, assassins can train the bullets to curve, creating no end of visual possibilities).  Bekmanbetov embraces the violence, taking extreme pleasure in entry and exit wounds like a post-digital Peckinpah.  Best of all, he keeps the action moving. Things are lean and mean and there’s not a lot of stoppage for exposition or character development—wise choices in a film with such a weak premise.  Even the obligatory training scenes are kept to a minimum, helping the film clock in at a relatively taut 1 hour and 50 minutes.

Given that they don’t have much to work with, the cast does a rock-solid job as well.  McAvoy is fun and able to sell himself as enough of an every man to get the audience behind him. When Angelina Jolie, his mentor, plants a long wet kiss on him to make his girlfriend jealous, he reacts with as much shock as you’d expect from the average joe on the street.   For her part, Jolie is required to do little more than be athletic, unbelievably hot and impossibly cool.  As usual, she’s overqualified in all three departments.  Morgan Freeman earns his paycheck as the leader of the assassins’ guild, amazingly lending a sense of authority to some of the worst lines in recent memory.

But hey, this film isn’t about acting or dialogue.  It is about pure, escapist fun and it delivers that for nearly two hours straight.  Bekmanbetov has created a near-perfect summer adrenaline rush.  See it at a theater—and then get the DVD—you’ll want it when you show off that new high-def set to your friends.  

CAPSULE VERSION (100 words or fewer)

Wanted, about a humble everyman who gets recruited into an ancient cult of assasins now working in 21st Century Chicago, may be the summer’s dumbest flick.  Fortunately, it’s also an absolute blast, two straight hours of escapist fun with andreline-pumping action scenes filled with high-speed chases and curving bullets.  Credit goes to Russian director Timor Bekmanbetev who embraces the violence and doesn’t slow down long enough to let the audience think too much about the plot holes.  Kudos also to the cast, especially James McAvoy, Angelina Jolie and Morgan Freeman for making their characters likeable in spit of some of the worst dialogue in recent movie history.

