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A Paramount release and presentation, in association with MARV Films, of a Matthew Vaughn/Lorenzo di Bonaventura production. Produced by Vaughn, di Bonaventura, Michael Dreyer, Neil Gaiman. Executive producers, David Womark, Kris Thykier, Peter Morton, Stephen Marks. Directed by Matthew Vaughn. Screenplay, Vaughn, Jane Goldman, based on the novel by Neil Gaiman, illustrated by Charles Vess.
 
Yvaine - Claire Danes
Lamia - Michelle Pfeiffer 
Captain Shakespeare - Robert De Niro
Tristan - Charlie Cox
Victoria - Sienna Miller
Ferdy the Fence - Ricky Gervais
Primus - Jason Flemyng 
Secondus - Rupert Everett
King - Peter O'Toole
Septimus - Mark Strong
Witch's slave - Kate Magowan
 

Everything but the enchanted kitchen sink shows up in the sprawling fairy tale "Stardust," including evil witches, airborne pirate ships, double-parked unicorns and Robert De Niro as a cross-dressing sea captain. Sprinkled with tongue-in-cheek humor, fairly adult jokes and some well-known faces acting very silly, this adventure story should have particular appeal to fans of "The Princess Bride," but in any event will never be mistaken for a strictly-for-kids movie. 

One of the opening scenes (there are several) involves the dubious conception of our hero, Tristan Thorne (Charlie Cox) -- the collaborative effort of a witch's slave (Kate Magowan) and Tristan's wall-jumping father (Ben Barnes). They live in Wall, which separates England from the supernatural kingdom of Stormhold. There, a battle for succession to the throne of the ailing king (Peter O'Toole) rages among seven princes, only three of whom are left alive as the story begins. 

There's a lot going on -- at times, perhaps too much -- in "Stardust," which is based on the novel written by Neil Gaiman and illustrated by Charles Vess. The royal rivalries are raging; the dead princes, who appear in black-and-white, are a hilarious Greek chorus, providing play-by-play on the homicidal antics of their surviving brothers. Meanwhile, the young, inept Tristan is wooing the fair Victoria (Sienna Miller) by telling her he'll bring her the fallen star they've seen pass over their heads. Then there's Yvaine (Claire Danes), who is the fallen star. 

And then there's Lamia (Michelle Pfeiffer), the evil witch who wants to cut out Yvaine's still-beating heart and eat it with her horrid sisters so they can prolong their already unnatural youth. The best thing in the film, Pfeiffer shows great comedic timing, and her metamorphoses -- as Lamia careens from flourishing beauty to horrible crone -- show considerable courage, as the actress manages to be funny regardless of what state of decrepitude she's in. It's not a very admirable character, after all: Lamia turns people into goats and goats into people, and she and her sisters foretell the future by hacking up animals and reading their entrails. They're not the most in-demand dinner guests. 

Pic saves itself through a lot of incidental humor. Pfeiffer delivers elaborate, well-timed eye-rolls when things like eternal youth don't go her way. De Niro, whose Capt. Shakespeare is so swishy it's amazing he doesn't go overboard (although he does, in a sense), does a "Can-Can" fan dance that, in terms of incongruous collisions of actor and role, is equal to De Niro's performance of "I Feel Pretty" in "Analyze That." The act doesn't have much to do with the "Stardust" story, but it's as engrossing as a car crash. 

Typical for a fantasy with love at the center, the romance turns out to be the least interesting thing in the film. Tristan undergoes an extreme makeover over the course of the movie, moving improbably from Edwardian nerd to Byronic swashbuckler; the fit is never quite right. Danes is outright cranky as Yvaine, to the point where viewers may want to hand her over to Lamia. 

But the sweep of the story and the humor keep things on something of an even keel. Production values are good, with the more obvious computer-manipulated moments not really distracting from the whole, as the story and the characters are generally cartwheeling around reality anyway. 

Camera (Deluxe color, Panavision widescreen) Ben Davis; editor, Jon Harris; music, Ilan Eshkeri; music supervisor, Liz Gallagher; production designer, Gavin Bocquet; supervising art director, Peter Russell; set decorator, Peter Young; costume designer, Sammy Sheldon; sound (Dolby Digital/SDDS/DTS) Simon Hayes; sound supervisor/sound designer, Matthew Collinge; digital visual effects supervisor, Mattias Lindahl; visual effects supervisors, Sheila Wickens, Stuart Partridge, Simon Leech, Val Wardlaw, John Lockwood, Steve Street; special effects supervisors, Stuart Brisdon, Nigel Nixon; digital visual effects, Double Negative; visual effects, Lipsync Post, Cinesite (Europe), the Senate Visual Effects, Baseblack Visual Effects, Machine, Rushes Post Production; choreographer, Piers Gielgud; second unit director/stunt coordinator, Simon Crane; assistant director, Martin Harrison; associate producer, Tarquin Pack; casting, Lucinda Syson. MPAA Rating: PG-13. Reviewed at Paramount screening room, New York, July 31, 2007. MPAA Rating: PG-13. Running time: 125 MIN.
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Bottom Line: A magical adult fairy tale.
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A powerhouse cast, horses and swordplay should translate into decent boxoffice.

SAN FRANCISCO -- Diverting and pleasurable to watch, "Stardust," a tongue-in-cheek sword-and-sorcerers romp bolstered by a top-flight cast, is most adroit when it plays the fantasy straight rather than sending up the genre. Adapting Neil Gaiman's novel, director Matthew Vaughn -- who wrote the script with Jane Goldman -- takes a sharp turn from his directorial debut, the slick neo-noir "Layer Cake," and displays a similar visual panache while working a completely different realm.

"Stardust" is less heavenly in its clumsy attempts at uproarious humor, which threaten at times to undercut the enchanting spell the filmmakers cast on the audience. A powerhouse cast, horses and swordplay laced with an abundance of whimsy plus romance should translate into decent boxoffice domestically and overseas.

This fairy tale opens in the mythical kingdom of Stormhold, where a star has fallen to Earth in the form of a young blond woman, Yvaine (Claire Danes), whose radiance, among other things, supplies magical powers sought by a motley crew of good and evil players. The dying King (Peter O'Toole, bellowing from his deathbed in his best stage voice) wants the star to secure the throne for his lame, useless sons.

In the parallel world of Wall, a village of mere mortals, Tristan (Charlie Cox) promises the elusive Victoria (Sienna Miller) that he will bring her a fallen star and sets out on a quest to find it. The ultra-evil, uber witch Lamia (the terrific Michelle Pfeiffer, who has gone from a delicious bitch goddess in "Hairspray" to a bona fide, wicked witch here), seeks the star's heart for its promise of eternal youth and beauty. 

Only an actress as beautiful as the graceful Pfeiffer would allow herself to be rendered bald, aged and grotesque by startling special effects and makeup and have such a great time in the role. Her delight is palpable, and she gives a fully realized performance. Her Lamia is resourceful and genuinely scary rather than cartoonish.

Danes, an awkward, clunky film presence, is an odd choice for the naive, incandescent star. In a not-so-stellar performance, she overacts and struggles with an irritating British accent. Ricky Gervais is as roguish as ever, and Cox, making a convincing transition from fumbling boy to confident man, demonstrates a mastery of swashbuckling when it counts: a set-piece in which he vanquishes Lamia and her hideous sisters.

In a tedious sequence, Robert De Niro hams it up as pirate captain aboard an airborne "lightning" ship. The captain, macho in front of his crew, has a secret predilection for wearing petticoats and dancing the cancan in his private quarters. Straining for camp, his scenes are just plain embarrassing.

Shooting in the wilds of Iceland and Scotland, cinematographer Ben Davis conjures a land before time and, in tandem with Sammy Sheldon's battered costumes, Gavin Bocquet's production design is the right combination of fantasy and medieval grime.
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