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Half the UK contingent to Hollywood appears in this, the third installment of the Harry Potter film franchise. Michael Gambon replaces Richard Harris as venerable Professor Dumbledore. He’s joined by Academy Award winner Emma Thompson, who dons bottle caps for eyeglasses and endeavors to teach Hogwarts students how to read the future in tealeaves. Julie Christie and Timothy Spall also join the returning cast of veterans, which include Daniel Radcliffe as Harry and Alan Rickman’s brooding Professor Snape.

Another UK great, Gary Oldman, is Sirius Black, a wizard with oily hair and a wickedly chaotic laugh jailed 13 years ago because of his connections to the murder of Harry’s parents. Black has escaped Azkaban prison and every wizard and witch in the UK know he’s coming after Harry.

Enter David Thewlis, who a few years ago—with appearances in Mike Leigh’s Naked and the Coen Brothers’ The Big Lebowski—seemed destined to become yet another perennial UK nominee for best acting Oscars. Thewlis’ Professor Lupin travels to Hogwarts on the same train as Harry and saves him from the draining kiss of the Dementors, wraithlike guards from Azkaban who fail to distinguish between friend or foe in their hunt for Black. Lupin also hides other mysterious qualities that introduce a few key plot twists late in the film.

Mexican director Alfonso Cuaron, fresh from his more adult-themed filmmaking in Y Tu Mama Tambien, replaces the director of the first two Potter films, Chris Columbus, and adds more maturity to the action. Harry is an adolescent now and he battles more aggressive urges. He uses his cloak of invisibility to sneakily kick the butt of his nemesis, the blond punk Malfoy, and vows to avenge his parents’ deaths by hunting down and killing their murderers.

Cuaron dispenses with the lengthy exposition sequences that weighed down the plot of the first two Potter films, rightly assuming audiences know what a Quidditch match is and that Harry is a living legend in the non-Muggle world. 

The film is free to focus on the challenges of adolescence faced by Harry and his classmates, such as fears that materialize from a haunted looking glass or the fate of those who would rat out their friends. The sets are darker, too, with grays and deep blues predominating. Human bones appear as candleholders and talking portraits jabber incessantly about past wrongs they’ve suffered.

Because of, and not in spite of, the plethora of UK acting talent and deeper focus this is the best of the three Potter films and possibly the best film of the summer so far. I give it three-and-a-half out of four stars.

