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Seven nights with harry potter
July 6– 13, 2011

harry potter and the prisoner of azkaban
Friday, July 8, 7:00 p.m.

2004, 141 mins. DCP (Digital Cinema Package) courtesy of Warner Bros.
Directed by Alfonso Cuarón.  Written by Steve Kloves, based on the novel by J.K. Rowling. Produced by David Heyman, Chris Columbus, and Mark Radcliffe. Photographed by Michael Seresin. Edited by Steven Weisberg. Music by John Williams.
Principal cast: Daniel Radcliffe (as Harry Potter), Emma Watson (Hermione Granger), Rupert Grint (Ron Weasley), Michael Gambon (Prof. Albus Dumbledore), Maggie Smith (Prof. Minerva McGonagall), Robbie Coltrane (Hagrid), Alan Rickman (Prof. Severus Snape), Timothy Spall (Peter Pettigrew), Tom Felton (Draco Malfoy), Gary Oldman (Sirius Black). 

Excerpts from a review by A. O. Scott in The New York Times, June 3, 2004:

For certain grown-ups in the audience, the most thrilling moment in Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban may well be the director's credit at the beginning. Alfonso Cuarón, who made the feverish and romantic Y Tu Mamá También, is a name sure to set many critics’ hearts aflutter. . .  As a filmmaker [Cuarón] is very much on the rise.

Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban is the best of J. K. Rowling's books so far. It balances the narrative economy of the first two with the thematic depth and imaginative ambition of its ungainly sequels. And Mr. Cuarón’s adaptation, from a screenplay by Steve Kloves, more than does it justice. 
This is surely the most interesting of the three Potter movies, in part because it is the first one that actually looks and feels like a movie, rather than a staged reading with special effects. Sorcerer’s Stone and Chamber of Secrets, both directed with literal-minded competence by Chris Columbus (who has stayed on as a producer) may have been more faithful to Ms. Rowling’s text, but Azkaban attempts, and for the most part achieves, a trickier sort of translation. This film may disappoint some dogmatic Old Hogwartsians: a few plot points have been sacrificed, and Mr. Cuarón does not seem to care much for Quidditch. But it more than compensates for these lapses with its emotional force and visual panache. 
Mr. Cuaron’s wizard world, shot by the gifted New Zealand-born cinematographer Michael Seresin, is grainier and grimier than Mr. Columbus’s. It feels at once more dangerous, more thoroughly enchanted and more real. While the two first episodes took place mostly in the corridors and classrooms of Hogwarts, this one lingers in the shadowy forests and damp meadows outside the school walls, a setting that emphasizes Mr. Cuarón’s knack for evoking the haunting, sensual power of the natural world. 
Harry, Ron and Hermione (played once again by Daniel Radcliffe, Rupert Grint and Emma Watson), hover on the brink of adolescence, and while they look braver and more capable than before, the dangers they face seem far more grave and their own vulnerability more intense. 
At the beginning, in the obligatory Muggle-baiting scene, Harry’s latent anger at his orphaned state (and at his cruel adoptive guardians) nearly overwhelms him. As the story leads him toward a confrontation with the man who may have killed his parents (an escaped prisoner played by the all-purpose movie villain Gary Oldman), Harry’s happy-go-lucky decency is darkened by grief, rage and moral confusion. . . . Harry is an especially treacherous role, since he is both the charismatic center of the drama and the character everyone watching imagines him—or herself to be. This means he has to be heroically distinguished from his peers without having too distinct a personality of his own, a paradoxical demand very few young actors could ever satisfy. 
Mr. Radcliffe’s [performance] is offset by Ms. Watson’s spiky impatience. Harry may show off his expanding wizardly skills in facing down dementors, werewolves and mad dogs, but Hermione, her fuse shortened by an impossible course load, earns the loudest applause with a decidedly unmagical punch to Draco Malfoy’s deserving nose. 
While the monstrous special effects are seamlessly inserted into the musty halls and twilight fields, Prisoner of Azkaban, like its predecessors, is anchored by top-of-the-line flesh-and-blood British acting. Michael Gambon, as the wise headmaster Albus Dumbledore, has gracefully stepped into Richard Harris’s conical hat and flowing robes, and Maggie Smith shows up now and again to shake her head and purse her lips. 
I am happy to report that this story has more Snape than the last, which means more chances to savor Alan Rickman’s dry, sibilant sneering. New additions to the Hogwarts faculty include Emma Thompson as a daft, half-blind soothsayer and David Thewlis as an apparently kindly professor of spells with an uncomfortable secret. 

There is also a late, marvelously repellent appearance by Timothy Spall, but to say too much about it would risk spoiling a nice surprise and compromising some of Ms. Rowling’s—and Mr. Cuarón’s—devilish magic. 
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