Review of Finding Neverland (((
In keeping with its Victorian setting, Finding Neverland doesn’t stray far outside accepted norms for its genre; it’s straight bio-pic. But it’s interesting, nonetheless, because of its precarious subject: James M. Barrie, author of the classic children’s play, “Peter Pan.”

The film explores the play’s inspiration: a relationship between Barrie and a widow and her four boys. Director Marc Forster addresses the relationship’s darker possibilities with subtlety to avoid straining the limits of taste.

Neverland is Forster’s first big budget film. He emerged in 2001 by directing Halle Berry to a best actress Oscar in Monster’s Ball. He steps up to direct three Oscar winners and an Oscar nominee in Neverland, and winks at this with several inside jokes. The most delightful of which recalls Johnny Depp’s Oscar-nominated turn last year in Pirates of the Caribbean by staging him as Barrie playing a swashbuckling pirate on a make-believe ship.

Depp’s facility at blending gravity with humor makes him an intriguing choice for Barrie. When Barrie’s plays open, Depp hides backstage behind the cogs and gears that control the curtains, like Edward Scissorhands behind a bush. Flashes of Don Juan de Marco and Benny and Joon romanticize imaginary games with the widow’s boys. Depp’s idiosyncrasy prevents the film from brooding on the illicitness of the relationships between Barrie and his wife, the widow, or the boys.

This elasticity keeps the film accessible to children and sophisticated enough for adults. However, it also circumvents deeper observations about Barrie. Kate Winslet plays the widow with a fondness for Barrie that stops short of implying whether their relationship is friendship or passion. Rumors suggest Barrie’s unusual concern for the boys was more than paternal. Although the film deftly avoids probing into his sexual history, it might have explored more about the rumors’ effect on his relationships with adults.

Julie Christie as the widow’s mother is the main source of social conflict. Her disapproval leads Barrie to envision her as Captain Hook. Dustin Hoffman as a theater owner rattles off one-liners that entertain as they simultaneously doubt and admire Barrie.

Finding Neverland doesn’t take viewers anyplace they haven’t been before, but its balance of nuance and imagination revive the “just believe” spirit of “Peter Pan.” I give it three out of four stars.
