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TOY STORY 3

  

Sitting in the packed auditorium for a matinée screening of Toy Story 3, I was unsurprised to
find that one of my fellow audience members was an infant who cried almost throughout the
entire film. I would 've
been more irritated by the distraction if, for hefty chunks of the movie
'
s opening and closing reels, I wasn
'
t such a weepy infant myself.              

But there you have it: This third (and likely final) of Pixar's animated adventures featuring
Woody, Buzz Lightyear, and their plaything companions is a deeply poignant and moving
experience, so much of one that the film also being funny, exciting, and unfailingly clever is
practically beside the point.

  

I say this not only with admiration, but a huge sigh of relief. Did anyone else think that Toy Story
3 's
theatrical
trailer made the movie look borderline awful? Loud, manic, and boasting groaner punchlines ("I
don't think those were Lincoln Logs ... ."), jokey pop-culture winks (Barbie and Ken locking eyes
to "Dream Weaver"), and the now-dreaded threat of a 3D presentation, the preview had me
fearing the worst; all that was missing, it seemed, was a cameo by Shrek. Yet the movie is
actually superb, a richly textured and fiercely imaginative work that can sit, if not next to, at least
near the absolute finest of Pixar's feature-length offerings. (And if you, too, are over the
"novelty" and added expense of 3D eyewear, just go the route I did and catch the film in good
ol' 2D. I can't imagine anyone leaving feeling gypped.)

  

It won't take long to realize that, under Lee Unkrich's direction, you're in very good, very safe
hands, as Toy Story 3
begins with a thrillingly entertaining action sequence that re-introduces us to our plastic heroes
and their memorable catchphrases, and quickly launches into a strong narrative that finds the
gang relocated to an initially wondrous, eventually menacing day-care center. Suffusing all of
the movie
'
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s enjoyable and witty activity, though, is a heartbreaking sadness 
-
with owner Andy heading off for college, the toys are forced into acknowledging their
obsolescence 
-
and it
'
s to the immense credit of Unkrich and his staggeringly gifted collaborators that the melancholy
never overwhelms this follow-up
'
s spirited sense of fun. If you love the 
Toy Story
movies as I do, you may find it embarrassingly easy to get choked up here; the opening
home-movie montage, underscored (naturally) to Randy Newman
'
s 
"
You
'
ve Got a Friend in Me,
"
climaxes with the haunting acceptance of a childhood come and gone, and the film
'
s final 10 minutes are about as touching as the first 10 minutes of Pixar
'
s 
Up
. But 
Toy Story 3
never forgets that this animated series has always been about 
joy
-
the joy of imagination, of play, of love for inanimate objects that, as kids, we fill with personality.
And it
'
s that profound, glorious sense of happiness that makes the movie, like its predecessors, so
resonant. You may leave with tears staining your cheeks, but you
'
ll likely be grinning as you wipe them away.

  

While Michael Arndt's dialogue is lacking the laugh-out-loud wit of the first two Toy Storys, his
script delivers so many exceptionally witty 
visual
gags that you
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'
ll barely notice: Mr. Potato Head (the vibrantly cranky Don Rickles) reconfigured as a walking,
talking, soft-shell taco; the Ken doll (an incredibly welcome Michael Keaton) modeling his
fantastically gaudy wardrobe of period duds. And it should go without saying that the readings
by the film
'
s vocal cast 
-
a peerless ensemble that includes Tom Hanks, Tim Allen, Joan Cusack, Wallace Shawn, John
Ratzenberger, Estelle Harris, Jodi Benson, and new recruits Ned Beatty, Timothy Dalton, Jeff
Garlin, Whoopi Goldberg, and Bonnie Hunt 
-
provide constant delight even when the lines themselves are only moderately amusing.

  

But the movie, which also features a series of brilliantly constructed cliffhangers that rival
anything Spielberg pulled off in the Indiana Jones franchise, is never better than when melding
its comedy and its sentiment, which it does on an almost shockingly regular basis. It's arguable
as to whether you
'
ll well up or roar upon the first sight of Andy
'
s formerly manic pooch Buster 
-
now so tired and chubby that he can barely waddle from one room to the next without collapsing

-
but both reactions are merited, and offer a level of pleasure that feels almost cleansing. I was
praying for 
Toy Story 3
to be moderately satisfying, and to not tarnish our enormously fond feelings for 
Toy Story 
and its first sequel; in other words, I was hoping that it would be the animated equivalent of 
The Godfather: Part III
. It turns out to be more like the animated equivalent of 
The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King
.
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LEGENDS OF FLIGHT 3D  The best I can say about the Putnam Museum & IMAX Theatre's latest edu-tainment offering, Legends of Flight 3D, is that it seems an appropriate big-screen companion piece to the venue's current Take Flight! exhibit, which features a great many informative, interactive displays and activities for youthswith a budding interest in aviation. The worst I can say is that, as a film experience, Legends of Flight 3D is mostly a dud. Yes, the aerial shots and scenes of planes and gliders swooping through theheavens are marvelous; could we possibly expect otherwise? And yes, director Stephen Lowdoes his best to keep the proceedings visually engaging, with the colorfully animated trekthrough the internals of a 787 Dreamliner jet of particular note - it's like a Boeing commercial onacid. The problem, though, is that the whole 45-minute movie feels like a Boeing commercial,and one endured (mostly) without the benefit of hallucinogens.  With test pilot Mike Carriker as our underwhelming tour guide, we're given a lot of talk abouthow Boeing is changing the face of aviation by finding inspiration in aircraft of the past, andeven in such flying creatures as butterflies, bumblebees, and albatrosses. Yet the connectionsbetween the company's new modes of transport and their inspirations are left maddeninglyvague, and the referenced hardships that accompanied the Dreamliner's creation are even vaguer. (We're basically asked to accept Boeing as a great company because it is one, damn it.) Plus, with its blend of kiddie-friendly, in-your-face visuals and complicatedtechnical jargon, it's nearly impossible to understand who Legends of Flight 3D was being made for, and its presentation is so tiresome and humorless that, even in the always-grand IMAX format,the film is less cinematic than anesthetic. I'll admit, though, that one moment didmake me chuckle, when one of the Dreamliner's creators said of the jet, "I wanted somethingthat could bring back the romance and joy of flight," and Low immediately cut to a shot of sixstewardesses ambling toward the camera, each dressed as a hottie version of Little OrphanAnnie. That's surely romance and joy for some, but maybe, just maybe, not for the movie's chiefdemographic.     

JONAH HEX  Violent, eccentric, and, at less than 80 minutes (!), over before you know it, Jonah Hex is aseedy and fitfully enjoyable piece of Western-themed hokum. Not being familiar with the comicbook it's adapted from, I didn't know what to expect from director Jimmy Hayward's luridrevenge saga, which finds the scarred and bitter title character (played, with gruff comicpanache, by Josh Brolin) vowing payback from the man who arranged the murder of his wifeand son. (That this villain is played by John Malkovich is probably all you need to know aboutthe movie's lunatic leanings.) But what I absolutely didn't expect was a fusion of a Sergio Leonespaghetti Western and Pushing Daisies, with Hex able to resurrect and speak with the deceased, for just a minute or so, before sendingthem back to their maker. The movie is nonsense, with lots of stuff blowing up for no discerniblereason, a too-liberal helping of Native American mysticism, and a climactic showdown that, forreasons unclear to me, seems to be taking place in two locales at once. But the cast - adefiantly motley crew that includes Aidan Quinn, Will Arnett, Wes Bentley, Michael Shannon,Tom Wopat, Michael Fassbender, and (huh?!?) Megan Fox - lightens Jonah Hex's load considerably. And when all is said and done, it's nearly impossible to dislike a movie thatfinds its hero dispatching a sneering dirtbag, and then bringing him back to life just for thepleasure of beating him to death again.    
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