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"Three Billboards Outside Ebbing, Missouri" by 
Irish playwright, satirist, and director, Martin 
McDonagh (In Bruges) is a revenge film with a 
lot of heart in contradictory places and spoken 
with the language of a war that is as close to 
home as Easter Sunday. In short, this is satire at 
its raw best. For some time, America has been 
grappling with a "rape" culture, and this film puts up the billboards literally and figuratively to grab our 
attention with in-your-face dramatic moments that make it impossible not to see the contradictions we live in.


In one of the opening scenes, Mildred Hayes, played to the country tough-talk peak by Frances McDormand 
(Fargo, Blood Simple), roasts a billboard salesman called Red (Caleb Landry Jones) into selling her a month’s 
worth of advertising space for $5k for three billboards. During that same moment she turns over a beetle that 
was struggling on its back on the windowsill. This one little moment is symbolic about who this woman is, 
hardened against the cruel unjust world she lives in while she is equally sensitive to that beetle trying to get 
up on its feet. A similar moment happens in the field next to the billboards when a deer appears and Mildred 
chokes up thinking it's a lame reincarnation of her dead daughter returning for a last little talk to set things 
straight. Because they weren't very straight when she walked out the door and her mother cussed her out, 
warning her first, and then: "I hope you do get raped!" It's the hardest memory for Mildred to deal with. Not 
even the sweet presence of a deer will help her to forgive herself.


Sherif Willoughby played with a heart under a sheet of blasphemy by Woody Harrelson (Hunger Games, No 
Country for Old Men) along with his racist deputy, Dixon (a shape-shifting Sam Rockwell) are the token 
objects of revenge for not responding to the rape and murder of Mildred's daughter. Willoughby has cancer, 
and everybody knows it. So when Mildred posts his name on one of the three billboards asking why he hasn't 
investigated the murder, the community makes a sea-change, shifting from near forgotten sympathy for 
Mildred to great sympathy for the cancer patient. One might expect a change in heart in Mildred when the 
sheriff coughs up blood in her face in the midst of an argument, and there is, but only for a split second. The 
two seem to have engaged in a war of sentiments, and the whole community gets involved. At last.


The film is set in a tradition where both women and blacks are subjugated, ignored, and owned like property 
to be used and abused by white men. While it's not the key issue, it resonates strongly as the new sheriff, a 
black man (Clarke Peters), moves in to take charge of a precinct that has been actively and passively 
practicing sexism and racism as if it was the accepted religion in this small town.


In the bitter end, while all characters in this film have a good heart, all of them have taken heartless steps to 
get there. Although they are stereotypes, each of them has a turning point where their humanity gets the best 
of them, even when it means killing themselves as they reach for it. Irony cuts deep as a knife where the only 
way to survive is with humor. This is not a story for the sensitive heart, but if you hang in there, you might 
wake up in a recovery room with a laugh. And isn't laughter the best cure for any illness?
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