Movie Talk: Humor Saves “Spiderman 3”
Comic hero fans have waited with bated breath since last summer for the final installment of the “Spider-Man” trilogy. Last year’s third chapter to the brilliant “X-Men” film franchise had given cause for concern because it fell prey to the same kind of clichés that made some installments of “Superman” and “Batman” unwatchable. But “Spider-Man 3” is a fitting end to the trilogy and should earn the franchise mild distinction as the best filmed comic book superhero series ever (so far).
That’s not to say the film doesn’t hit some snags. But these become relatively minor distractions because director, Sam Raimi, and his co-writer and brother, Ivan Raimi, deliver successfully on the franchise’s trademark wit and colorful characters.
“Spider-Man 3” finds Tobey Maguire’s Peter Parker, aka Spider-Man, with a hop in his step as he navigates Manhattan’s asphalt jungle. “NY hearts Spiderman” leads the newspaper headlines and he’s at the top of his college class. His high spirits bring him to a jewelers shop to look into purchasing an engagement ring on layaway for his girlfriend of three films, aspiring actress Mary Jane Watson, or MJ, as he calls her, played by the spry Kirsten Dunst.

However, MJ isn’t sharing Peter’s levity. Her mediocre performance in her Broadway musical debut prompts critics to write that she’s “easy on the eyes but not on the ears.” Love-crazed Peter, who mouthed the lyrics along with her as she sang, launches into a scientific explanation of bad acoustics to account for the scarcity of applause. He’s so oblivious it takes him half the film to learn her singing was so bad the producers fired her before her second show.

It would not be inaccurate to describe “Spider-Man 3” as a critique of Peter’s happy-go-lucky, 60s-era idealism, or perhaps better yet as a revisionist model. The flipside to his can-do attitude is embodied, literally, by a mysterious, tarry, black substance that crashes to earth inside a meteorite. As explained by Peter’s professor, Dr. Curt Connors, played with egg-headed glee by Dylan Baker, the substance is a “symbiote” that amplifies the aggressiveness of its host. When it assumes a spider-like dexterity and attaches to Peter’s motorbike after a night of stargazing (and presumably necking) with MJ, the days of Peter’s gosh-golly good nature are numbered.
The flipside is also embodied by not one, but two villains, a vengeful friend, and the alter-ego “dark” Spidey featured so prominently in the film’s massive PR blitz. This makes for a very crowded camera and an even more crowded plot.

Thomas Haden Church plays the largest (and buffest) of the villains, the brawny Sandman, or Flint Marko as he’s otherwise known. Evidently Church has been lifting a lot of weights since the film “Sideways” resurrected his career a couple years ago. Marko has bulging biceps, but unfortunately not a lot else going for him.

Dogs and police are hunting him when he first appears onscreen, after escaping from Riker’s Island on a sentence for killing Peter’s Uncle Ben. Marko is soon cornered on the site of a particle accelerator at a university physics test facility (apparently the comic’s creator, Stan Lee, has a fetish for academic science). Of course the researchers use the device while Marko is inside it, and he becomes Sandman in a dramatic scene where his flesh-and-blood molecules become millions of grains of sand.
Sandman’s sandiness leads to plenty of amusing confrontation scenes where Spidey and others punch, shoot, or otherwise harm him and he dissolves only to reform intact. Becoming Sandman might’ve been the best thing to happen to Marko, except he’s such an inept villain that Spidey foils most of his robbery attempts. Marko’s ailing daughter needs a surgery, and he becomes a criminal only from his desperation to find the money to pay for it. This lends depth to the character, but Spidey’s life never feels threatened enough for viewers to doubt he’ll prevail.
James Franco reprises his role from the two prior films as rich socialite Harry Osborne, the new Green Goblin who’s the son of the deceased original Green Goblin (played by Willem Dafoe in the first film). Harry’s failures to gain revenge against Spidey for killing his father continue throughout much of this film, mostly as fodder for comic relief when he temporarily becomes an amnesiac after Spidey knocks him off his flying skateboard.
The other inept villain is played by Topher Grace as seedy photographer, Eddie Brock. Brock snatches Peter’s job at the Daily Planet only to lose it when Peter humiliates him in front of the whole office. Brock’s prayers for revenge are answered, literally, in a church when he’s transformed into Venom, a dark shadow of Spidey with a mouth of jagged teeth that are the only scary things about him.
The one truly formidable enemy in this film is Spidey himself. When the symbiotic substance bonds with him, his blue-and-red Spidey suit goes black and so does his attitude. He tries to kill Sandman to avenge Uncle Ben’s death and seriously injures Harry during another failed vengeance attack.
More interesting is how the substance casts a pall over Peter’s personal life. The darker tones are present early in the film, as Spidey shows off with one-arm poses and web tricks during a public event in his honor, culminating with a kiss of the mayor’s daughter played by Bryce Dallas Howard. But more overt change arrives later, when he trades in clean-cut collars and ties for a slick black ensemble and a strutting gait lifted straight from “Shaft,” along with a funky beat. The Raimi brothers’ wit kicks into overdrive, as if becoming a bad boy suddenly turns Peter into a chick magnet with a chic sense of fashion. The payoff arrives at a jazz dive bar where MJ has accepted a waitress gig and he climbs the bar to show off some grooving moves and some out-of-control jealousy.
The deftness of clever small roles lends a nice touch. J.K. Simmons has fun reprising the Daily Planet’s thunderously mercurial editor, J. Jonah Jameson. And Raimi fave, Bruce Campbell, adds over-the-top humor as a French maitre d’ who pronounces Peter Parker as “Peter Pecker.”
These lighter moments, ironically, help retain the film’s dramatic weight and yet prevent it from collapsing beneath its burdensome plot and numerous players. So, even if Spidey never seems in real jeopardy, the film is gripping enough to preserve the trilogy’s quality.
“Spider-Man 3” merits three out of four stars. For Movie Talk, I’m Paul Bachleitner.
