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Review by Eric Kohn, IndieWire, June 21, 2010:

Josh Fox’s Gasland is the paragon of first person activist filmmaking done right. Matching his perspective with a slew of infuriating case studies, Fox explores the influx of hydraulic fracturing (or “fracking”), a method of drilling natural gas that endangers the sanity of water supplies in the immediate vicinity. He has a vested interest in the dangers of such operations that goes far beyond the pure narcissism of mugging for the camera: A Philadelphia landowner, he expresses a credible fear for his safety. By grounding a massive environmental issue in its personal ramifications, Fox turns GasLand into a remarkably urgent diary of national concerns.

The bulk of the movie features the director as he travels around the country visiting numerous rural homes where the water boils and burns. Yes, burns: In a shockingly memorable scene, one of Fox’s subjects puts a flame to his faucet and then leaps back in fright as a massive fireball bursts forth from his sink. But the problem goes far deeper than such visual gimmickry. Some gas-affected residents suffer brain damage; many can’t even take a shower. Placing Dick Cheney’s waivers for companies looking to evade the Clean Air and Water Acts at the center of the issue, Fox makes it clear that the financial interests of corporate America leave little room for the safety of the inhabitants left in the line of fire.

Despite his facade as a cocky 37-year-old with hip wireframe glasses, Fox actually makes a trenchant reporter. The scenes of his visitations to various afflicted homes grows redundant, but this dense middle section ultimately functions as an intentional repetitive device to hammer home the magnitude of the problem. His knowledgable sources fill in the essential details. A whistleblower from the Environmental Protection Agency throws up his hands. “We’re not present as a government agency to answer your legitimate questions,” he sighs.

But Gasland succeeds primarily because Fox never forgets that he’s making a movie, not simply an argument. … He drops [the] heavy-handed analogizing here in favor of cogent cinematic devices. Poetic chapter titles (“Throw Water on a Dragon Man”) keep viewers intrigued by the conspiracy at hand, but Fox doesn’t shy away from enforcing the bleak nature of his story through metaphor: Along with the blazing water, another powerful scene involves the filmmaker playing a banjo while wearing a gas mask, while the drills sit ominously behind him.

Fox conducted enough research to turn Gasland into an important document for any community afflicted by fracking problems, but it has wider appeal because he manages to tackle an urgent issue without negating the importance of the individual. He lets eccentricities enshroud the facts so that the movie works on multiple levels. A woman stores dead animals that drank unsanitary water in her freezer, hoping to use them as evidence. Another source gives provides cosmic observations so that Fox doesn’t have to impose them himself. “What took Mother Nature millions of years to build,” the man says, “can be destroyed in a couple of hours with a piece of machinery.” That conclusion adds sentimental weight to a practical problem, which gives GasLand its lasting impact. At the Sundance Film Festival screening I attended, a teary-eyed woman stood up at the Q&A and announced, “I’m just so concerned for all of us.” That’s because GasLand, although it’s a snapshot of our times, also suggests the nightmarish possibilities of the future. 
Review by Sam Davies, Sight and Sound, February 2011:

A man stands by a sink, patiently holding a cigarette lighter to the mouth of a running tap. Nothing, more nothing, then boom—a fireball fills the air. The man reels back. “I smell hair,” he laughs in disbelief, looking at his singed arm.

It’s mundane yet surreal moments like this—tap water not just flammable but explosive—that make Gasland, a debut feature by its writer and director Josh Fox, arresting and at times terrifying. On the surface, a documentary about hydraulic fracture mining (‘fracking’)—the technology that pumps enormous quantities of water and toxic chemicals deep underground to extract natural gas from massive subterranean shale beds—hardly screams watchability. But, with a remorselessness all the more powerful for its quiet unfussiness, Fox builds up a riveting portrait of near-apocalyptic environmental damage and a corporate mindset willing to ruin water sources irrevocably for the sake of a few years’ profit.

Another example might be the ultraviolet image Fox is shown of a condensate tank, used to store by-products of the drilling. To the naked eye nothing is visible, but the UV shows clouds of toxic hydrocarbons billowing from the tank—examples of which Fox has previously been climbing over, oblivious to the danger. Gasland itself could be compared to this UV image: an attempt to make visible something invisible. Fox begins with the letter he receives offering him $100,000 for the rights to drill on his bucolic property in rural Pennsylvania. He visits Dimock, a small Pennsylvania town surrounded by fracking activity, and hears stories of wells exploding, black water, headaches, pains, long-term sickness. Fox goes on to tour 25 states, cataloguing similar stories and explaining the legislation pushed through by former vice president Dick Cheney, exempting energy companies from key environmental acts—exemptions that make fracking invisible to any regulation or monitoring.

Documentary investigations of corporate America’s abuses are still made in the shadow of Michael Moore and the doorstepping stunts that broke ground in reaching bigger audiences. Gasland humanises its unglamorous subject-matter by putting Fox and his road trip at the film’s heart. But the closest Gasland gets to Moore’s broadbrush symbolism comes when Fox dons a gasmask and plays a banjo to emulate 1960s protest singer Pete Seeger, while in the background fracking drills and condensate tanks fume hellishly. It’s a powerful, if theatrical, image—all the more so in a film otherwise defined by a cool meticulousness. Editor Matthew Sanchez is credited with the film’s ‘structure’, and his pacing is key to Gasland. While Fox narrates throughout in a deadpan murmur, the flow of images is at times allowed to build to a flood. Lists of deadly carcinogens, scans of leaked documents, the logos of ruthless but unregulated energy companies: all these pour from the screen like an uncapped well. The effect is to leave the viewer with the disturbing sense of the sheer quantity of evidence amassed by Fox, and what Gasland has had to omit.
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