'Secret Life of Walter Mitty' review: Logic lost in a dream
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If, while watching "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty," you start wondering why Ben Stiller
is acting strange, the answer comes during the closing credits: "Directed by Ben Stiller."

There is something within people that tempts us to film ourselves in moments of wistful
contemplation. I say "people" and not just "filmmakers" because I suspect that if you
gave most people a camera and a budget, they would do the same. We spend much of
our lives inside our own heads. Why shouldn't we grasp the chance to show just how
beautiful and sensitive we truly are?

Alas, the harsh answer to that question is that nobody wants to see it. Or rather that no
one wants to see that as the main course, as a movie's reason for being. In the case of
Stiller, it's one thing to direct oneself in a comedy, such as "Zoolander" and "Tropic
Thunder," but drama is difficult, because instead of being the butt of the joke, you're the
locus of sensitivity and meaning. It only compounds the difficulty when you're playing
someone who is meek, fearful and lost in a dream.

"The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" is based on the much-loved 1939 short story by James
Thurber, about a mild, nondescript fellow who keeps lapsing into grandiose fantasies. In
Steve Conrad's screenplay, the setting is updated to modern-day New York, where
Walter (Stiller) works at Life magazine, curating the negatives, while pining for one of
his co-workers, played by Kristen Wiig. She is so nice in the film that she actually seems
to develop an attraction for Walter, even though he all but contracts narcolepsy in her
presence - and that's only when he's not stammering and looking at her with hangdog,
helpless longing. What a catch.

As if Stiller weren't taking on enough in directing himself, "The Secret Life of Walter
Mitty" has a tricky screenplay. It has little narrative interest and requires that the
director latch onto a very specific airy tone of whimsy, lest the whole souffle collapse.
It's just a wisp of a story: A negative has gone missing, and so Walter travels the earth in
search of the photographer who took it. The locations are in themselves worthy. If
you've ever flown to England and wondered about Iceland and Greenland as you passed
by, here's your chance to find out what they're doing down there.

Sean Penn plays the photographer, and his one scene is the best in the movie. Stiller is
in love with the lines of Penn's face, as well he should be. But Stiller never quite finds
the right zone between reality and fantasy so as to make sense of the action. For
example, Walter throws away a wallet for no reason. Later he finds out there was
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something important in the wallet, but he doesn't make a phone call that might retrieve
it. Later, he comes into possession of the precious negative, but he never looks at it, etc.

In a dreamy construct, such behavior could have its own logic, but not in what is
essentially a straight drama (with some laughs thrown in). In a straight setup, the
characters just seem like they're getting pushed around and shoehorned to fit into some
preconceived ending. Because they are.
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I commend Ben Stiller for trying something in The Secret Life of Walter Mitty—an
adaptation of the 1939 James Thurber story, written by Steve Conrad and directed by
and starring Stiller as the daydreaming office worker of the title—that few American
comic directors would attempt. He chooses to frame Thurber’s story not as a raucous
action comedy (or, like the 1947 adaptation starring Danny Kaye, as a lighthearted
romantic musical) but as a mournful, possibly mystical voyage of self-discovery—put it
this way, there is a literal trip up a Himalayan mountain in search of a wise man—
without giving up hope of making the audience laugh. Neither the spiritual insights nor
the jokes always hit the mark, and sometimes one cancels out the other, giving the film a
curiously neutral, blank quality. But Stiller’s attempt to braid together introspection and
humor kept me engaged and curious, even when I wasn’t quite sure what he was setting
out to do.
This Walter Mitty feels like a creation that’s taken too long to fight its way out of its
creator’s brain (and indeed Stiller and others have been trying, with quixotic dedication,
to get the film made for almost two decades). Maybe this long incubation period
accounts for the movie’s strange out-of-time quality: Though it’s apparently set in the
present day, the film chronicles the folding of Life magazine as a print publication, an
event that happened more than a decade ago. Stiller’s Walter is a Life photo archivist—
or, in his dull description of his own job, a “negative assets manager”—who’s anxious
about being downsized as the magazine moves to an all-online format. His new boss, the
callow Ted Hendricks (an officious and luxuriantly bearded Adam Scott) is scarcely able
to fake caring as he announces the impending firings to the magazine’s staff. Walter’s
own job seems safe—he’s been at the company 16 years, after all—until he misplaces a
negative from the legendary photographer Sean O'Connell (Sean Penn) that was
intended for Life’s final cover.
With his boss breathing down his neck for the photo, Walter resolves to track down the
elusive O’Connell, who’s so old-school he communicates with the magazine by telegram.
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In his quest for the grizzled photog, Walter will travel to Greenland, Iceland, and finally
Afghanistan. His real-life escapades (which include fighting off a shark, fleeing an
erupting volcano, and taking a helicopter ride with a dead-drunk pilot) are frequently
augmented by elaborate fantasy sequences in which Walter briefly becomes a champion
of the oppressed, an invincible action hero, or a smoldering Latin lover.

As Cheryl Melhoff, the Life co-worker on whom Walter harbors an entirely secret crush
(and who helps him in his search for the mysterious missing negative), Kristen Wiig
gives an understated but appealing performance that suits the movie’s muted mood. But
in too many scenes—especially those involving Walter’s private revelations over the
course of his various road trips—muted slides into muffled. As actors directing
themselves will tend to do, Stiller leaves the camera on his reflective face for long
periods as he ponders, for example, getting on that copter with the drunk pilot (a choice
that the movie frames, somewhat oddly, as an act of spiritual courage) or skateboarding
at top speed down a deserted Icelandic highway. We pick up from contextual cues (and
from the staggeringly gorgeous landscapes that surround him) that these must be the
moments in which Walter is learning to truly experience life—something that, despite
his long employment at a magazine by that name, he clearly knows next to nothing
about. But the character’s spiritual trajectory remains vague, maybe because Walter
himself is something of a nullity, a conceit more than a character. When he finally meets
up with the gnomic O’Connell for some mountaintop philosophizing, there’s not really a
sense that Walter, well-traveled as he may now be, is bringing any hard-won wisdom to
the table—it’s just Sean Penn doing a lot of Pennsplaining.
Despite its occasional forays into an almost New Age spirituality (and at least three too
many travel montages scored to soaring indie rock), there’s a gentleness to The Secret
Life of Walter Mitty that I appreciated. You see it in the scenes between Stiller’s
character and his mother, played by Shirley MacLaine with a sensitivity that points up
the burlesquey broadness with which mothers are usually depicted in the bro-dudegrows-up school of film comedy. Walter Mitty is about a not-so-bro-dude who needs to
grow down, a long-constricted adult trying to rediscover some of his lost childhood
passions (for skateboarding, for travel, for imagining himself as a part of a bigger life).
But the note of sentimental uplift the film ends on doesn’t feel entirely earned, maybe
because the pensive, diffident Secret of Walter Mitty never quite gives the audience the
gifts it eventually bestows on its hero—a renewed sense of playfulness, possibility, and
fun.

