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When you watch “Narcos,” an irresistible drama that begins streaming Friday on Netflix, 

expect a reminder of a time when a few lawless men did a lot of damage to society by 

spreading cocaine far and wide. 

The series, fictionalized but grounded in real events, tells the story of Pablo Escobar and other 

drug traffickers in Colombia. The time is the beginning in the 1970s, as they discovered that a 

lot of money could be made by hooking people, especially wealthy Americans, on cocaine. We 

see it unfold partly through the eyes of Steve Murphy, an agent for the Drug Enforcement 

Administration who is among those dispatched to Colombia from the United States to try to 

stem the tide. 

The Brazilian filmmaker José Padilha, who produced the series, has confessed that 

“Goodfellas” was a heavy influence, and like that film “Narcos” has a lot of voice-over. This 

means we often hear Murphy (Boyd Holbrook) describe what is taking place. By the midway 

point of this 10-episode series we’ve seen an illicit business boom, Colombia’s political and 

law-enforcement systems become corrupted by cocaine money and America’s antidrug and 

anti-Communist campaigns become intertwined. It can be complicated stuff, but it’s expertly 

served. 

The series is the latest effort by Netflix to spread itself internationally, a strategy that recently 

brought us the dreamy “Sense8”. “Narcos” is anything but dreamy, and it’s built on sharp 

writing and equally sharp acting, as any good series needs to be. At the center of it is a prize-

worthy performance by the Brazilian actor Wagner Moura (who starred in Mr. Padilha’s “Elite 

Squad” films) as Escobar. 

The further into the show you get, the more you realize that although the structure is classic 

good-guys-versus-bad-guys, the heart of the piece is its study of Escobar, portrayed as a man 

whose grandiose appetites aren’t satisfied by the incredible amounts of money his business 

brings in. 

Escobar was a common-looking man: pass him on the street and you’d never suspect he was 

the brains behind a billion-dollar business. Mr. Moura, who can do a lot with a simple gaze into 

the distance, gives us a man who seems not to know what is driving him. Escobar professes a 

concern for the poor, makes a run at politics, tries to be a family man while having an affair 

with a reporter, all while ordering up assassinations and assorted other disruptions. He is a 

man whose inability to define himself appears, by the end of Episode 5, as if it’s likely to be his 

undoing, causing discord among his loyal lieutenants and the other kingpins in the Medellín 

cartel. 

“I am not a rich person,” he tells a political operative at one point. “I am a poor person with 

money.” It’s a line that neatly sums up all of his many contradictions. 
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