
R E V I E W S 
Jean-Jacques Annaud's 

Quest for Fire 

A pack of hungry wolves stalk a lone 
tribesman in the wilds of 80,000 years 
ago. Their bloodthfrst adheres to the un­
wavering law of the animal: kill in order 
to survive. We quickly .apportion our 
sympathy to our weaponless human 
ancestor, urging him on as he makes a 
narrow escape. But we soon learn that 
our sentiments may have been prema­
turely drawn. These protohumans differ 
frighteningly little from the animals. In 
fact, their savagery goes one step be­
yond. They butcher their own kind mer­
cilessly. We are faced with the unavoid­
able: human beings have a common 
origin with the beast. 

This disturbing truth runs through 
the opening moments of Quest Far Fire, 
a Franco-Canadian production. One need 
not be a Creationist to feel disquieted. 
Constantly threatened by the ultimate 
beirbeiric act - nuclear incineration -, 
the last thing we humans need is a film 
that adds to our fatalism. 

It is, therefore, with unexpected se­
rendipity that one finds Quest For Fire 
to be one of the most hopeful and 
inspirational stories about the human 
journey ever filmed. It is a magnificent 
cinematic achievement certain to stand 
as one of the greatest motion pictures 
this country has ever been associated 
with. Quest Far Fire is about as realistic 
a portrayal of the beginnings of human­
kind as we're ever going to get. And 
much to our delight, it also happens to 
be one of the most entertaining fUms 
made in years. 

Shot entirely on locations around the 
world, with exquisite photography by 
Claude Agostini, Quest For Fire fraces 
the long and arduous journey of three 
Ulam (early Homo sapiens) warriors 
who've been left with the task of search­
ing out fire for thefr tribe. The Ulam 
do not yet know how to create fire. 
They equate it with life itself. Without it 
they are powerless and vulnerable 
to the cruel world around them. 

Naoh, Amoukar and Gaw (played by 
three superb actors, Everett McGill, Ron 
Perlman and Nameer El-Kadi, respecti­
vely) embark on an odyssey filled with 
indescribable hardship; blood-drenched 
battles with cannibal tribes, snow and 
rain, and the ever-present threat of 
animal predators. 

What is so remarkable about Quest 
For Fire is that, despite some of the most 
gruesome scenes ever to show up on the 
screen, it is essentially a very moving 
and uplifting story. Much of the credit 
must go to the aforementioned actors. 
Despite being hidden under pounds of 
make-up, and distanced from us by 
80,000 years of language development, 
the three swiftly shatter these barriers 
and crawl right into our hearts. While 
the Ulam are certainly not the most 
advanced and "civilized" of the tribes 
roaming the earth during the Ice Age, 
iNJaoh and his two friends exude a certain 
inquisitiveness which makes us instan­
tly identiiy with them. It is not long 
before Uieir hardship becomes oiu- hard­
ship; their quest, our quest. 

This very abihty - to engage us in the 

notion that we human beings have been 
on an odyssey from the very beginning-
is part of Quest For Fire's brilliance. For 
this acrxjmplrshment alone, praise must 
be extended to the film's prime movers: 
executive producer Michael Gruskoff, 
director Jean-Jacques Annaud and 
screenwriter Gerard Brach, with a good 
hand for producers John Kemeny and 
Denis H^roux who saw the project 
through completion. The/ve not only 
managed to give us an extremely infor­
mative film, but a relevant and poignant 
one as well. ^ 

Whafs even more amazing is that 
Quest For Fire never degenerates into 
fairy tale. While its realism is unceasing, 
the scenes of bloodshed and gore are 
interspersed with genuinely humorous 
and "human" episodes such as when 
the three warriors are chased up a 
sapling tree by a sabre-tooth tiger. They 
remain cUnging to its fragile brsmches 
for over a day before realizing the tiger 
is no longer there. 

And when the three meet Ika, a whis-
py, little female from the "mud people" 
tribe (played charmingly by Rae Dawn 
Chong), we are treated to some truly 
revelatory scenes. Ika not only teaches 
them how to create fire (by rubbing two 
sticks together) but gives Naoh a whole 
new Oudook on life, or, more succinctly, 
on the facts of life. 

Restricted by characters who lack 9 
coherent language, the makers of Quest 
For Fire have wisely conscripted the 
renovmed linguist and author Anthony 
Burgess, and anthropologist Desmond 
Morris, to help bring life to our apish 
ancestors and the situations they were 
likely to experience. Both gentlemen 
have contributed admirably. Never does 
humour approach camp, never does 
awkwardness become infantile. The pri-
mitivism expressed in this film is al­
ways scientifically sound. The attempted 
words and exaggerated actions of our 
human forebearers, while at times amu­
sing, are convincingly pure and vfrginal. 

They mesh seamlessly with the film's 
central purpose: to show how human­
kind coped with its loss of beast-like 
innocence. 

In this sense, Quest For Fire is as 
courageous a film as 2001; A Space 
Odyssey, and may very well be eventu­
ally considered as a companion piece to 
Kubrick's masterwork. It is a film that 
can be shown in every country of the 
world because its message needs no 
translation. We human beings are toge­
ther in this journey. 

And where are we going ? 
Quest For Fire doesn't extrapolate on 

this. Ifs not the fUm's purpose. But 
when Naoh and Ika (expectant with 
child) sit gazing at a glowing full moon 
at the film's end we can almost see 
Kubrick^s Star Child floating through 

. space towards Higher Conciousness. 
Our quest is clear. 

Stephen Zoller • 
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