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I saw the newest Disney version of "The Jungle Book" in the company of my enthralled 12-year-old son, and there were moments
when I envied him—but not too many, because the film is so surefooted in its effects, so precise and simple in its
characterizations, and so clear about what it's trying to say about the relationship between humanity and nature, that it made me
feel about his age again, too. Maybe younger.

From the opening
sequence of young
Mowgli (Neel Sethi)
racing through the
jungle in the company of his adoptive wolf family and his feline guardian, the black panther Bagheera (Ben Kingsley), through its comic setpieces with
the layabout Baloo the Bear (Bill Murray) and its sinister interludes with the anaconda Kaa (Scarlett Johansson), the despot orangutan King Louie
(Christopher Walken) and the scarred Bengal tiger Shere Khan (Idris Elba), the movie bears you along on a subdued current of enchantment,
climaxing in a thunderous extended action sequence that dazzles while neatly tying off every lingering plot point and gathering up all the bits of
folklore, iconography and Jungian dream symbols that have been strewn throughout the story like Hansel and Gretel's breadcrumbs. 

It's not accurate to call this "Jungle Book" a "live-action" version, since so much of it has been generated on a computer. But screenwriter Justin
Marks, director Jon Favreau and their hundreds of collaborators render such distinctions moot. Combining spectacular widescreen images of rain
forests, watering holes and crumbling temples, a couple of human actors, and realistic mammals, birds and reptiles that nevertheless talk, joke and
even sing in celebrity voices, the movie creates its own dream-space that seems at once illustrated and tactile. It's the sort of movie you might
inadvertently dream about after re-reading one of Rudyard Kipling's source books or re-watching the 1967 animated Disney film, both of which
contributed strands of this one's creative DNA. 

The Disney animated version was the last cartoon feature personally overseen by Walt Disney, and its release one year after his death marked the
start of a period of creative wandering for the company (though other features that had been in development for years, most of them lackluster, would
appear throughout the decade that followed). Like a lot of the company's 1960s and '70s output, it was relaxed to a fault—a succession of beautifully
rendered, mostly jokey set-pieces strung together by memorable songs, including "The Bare Necessities," "I Wanna Be Like You" and the anaconda's
seduction song "Trust in Me"—but it still made a deep impression on '60s and '70s kids like the 49-year-old Favreau. This incarnation is a more
straightforward telling that includes just two brief, according-to-Hoyle musical numbers, "The Bare Necessities" and "I Wanna Be Like You"—
performed by Sethi with Murray and Walken, respectively. It relegates a longer version of the ape's song and a torch-song-y version of "Trust in Me,"
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performed by Johansson, to the approximately seven-minute end credits sequence, which is so intricately imagined as to be worth the ticket price by
itself. Other numbers, including the elephants' marching song and "That's What Friends Are For," performed by a barbershop quartet of mop-topped
vultures, are MIA, presumably in the interest of pacing. 

I mention all this not because I consider the film's lack of music a shortcoming (it's never a good idea to mistake the lack of something you personally
wanted or expected for a "flaw") but because it gives some indication of how gracefully this "Jungle Book" juggles the competing interests of parents
and kids. Musically, visually and tonally, there are enough nods to the 1967 version to satisfy nostalgia buffs, but not so many that the film becomes a
glorified rehash. Kipling's tales are a stronger influence, down to the scenes where the wolves, Mowgli and other creatures recite a stripped-down
version of Kipling's poem "The Law of The Jungle" ("...For the strength of the Pack is the Wolf/and the strength of the Wolf is the Pack"). And there
are nods to Edgar Rice Burroughs' Tarzan stories and the masterful comics illustrator Burne Hogarth's adaptations, which seem to have influenced the
way the movie's CGI artists render the movie's trees: as gnarled, knuckled, pretzel-twisted, vine-shrouded wonders, rising from the forest floor and
reaching toward the sky. 

The film creates its own, more politically evolved version of Kipling's literary ecosystem, with its ancient animal beliefs and practices, such as
predators and prey declaring a "water truce" during a drought so that they can all drink unmolested from a parched watering hole. And it invests
Mowgli a touch of optimistic environmentalist fantasy: where humanity's mastery of fire and tools was presented in earlier films as a threat, and
Mowgli's fated exit from the jungle as an unfortunate necessity, in this film the boy is shown using his ingrained ingenuity to solve problems beyond
the capabilities of his animal pals, as when he builds an elaborate rappel and pulley system to help Baloo claim honey from a cliff-side beehive that he's
been coveting for years. The idea here seems to be that humanity is not necessarily fated to subjugate and destroy nature—that people and animals
can live in harmony if we behave with kindness and mercy while showing reverence for the ancients of other species, like the elephants that Bagheera
credits with creating the rain forest and directing the flow of water by digging canals with their hooves and tusks.

The movie takes these ideas and others seriously, but in a matter of fact way, so that they don't feel clumsily superimposed, but rather discovered
within a text that has existed for more than a century. Kingsley's unhurried storybook narration hypnotizes the audience into buying everything
Favreau shows us, as surely as Johansson's Kaa voice-work hypnotizes Mowgli. (The latter sequence includes one of the new movie's most
extraordinary embellishments: as Mowgli stares into one of Kaa's eyes, he sees his own origin story play out within it.) 

Another kind of balancing act is happening in the voice actors' performances. Favreau leans on distinctive-sounding stars to earn knowing chuckles
from the audience, and lets some of their familiar physical and facial tics seep into the animal "performances": Murray is a shambling pleasure-seeker
in life as well as in many of his movie roles. Walken is legendarily good at playing funny-scary villains who love to mess with heroes' minds (he's
merged here with Marlon Brando's performance as Kurtz in "Apocalypse Now," entering the story swathed in Rembrandt gloom). Kingsley has aged
into one of the cinema's great mentor figures. And so on. 

But the film is never content to use our affection for its voice actors as a storytelling crutch. These are strong, simple, clearly motivated characters,
not movie star cameos wrapped in CGI fur. The most impressive is Elba's Khan. His loping menace is envisioned so powerfully that he'd be scary no
matter what, but the character becomes a great villain through imaginative empathy. As was the case with Magua in Michael Mann's "The Last of the
Mohicans" and General Zod in "Man of Steel," we understand and appreciate his point-of-view even though carrying it out would mean the death of
Mowgli. 

In every way, this quietly majestic film should be considered a triumph. The familiar, picaresque story of a young boy raised by forest creatures but
fated to re-join Man has been re-imagined as a funny, scary, affecting family adventure with mythic heft but a refreshing lack of swagger. It was made
with the latest in movie-making technology but has the ethical values and wide-net storytelling sensibility of an Old Hollywood classic. At its best it
feels as though it always existed and we are only now discovering it. 
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Cast
Neel Sethi as Mowgli

Bill Murray as Baloo (voice)

Ben Kingsley as Bagheera (voice)

Idris Elba as Shere Khan (voice)

Lupita Nyong'o as Raksha

Scarlett Johansson as Kaa (voice)

Christopher Walken as King Louie (voice)

Giancarlo Esposito as Akela (voice)

Emjay Anthony as Gray (voice)

Sara Arrington as Nilgai Mother

Director
Jon Favreau

Writer
Justin Marks

Writer (book)
Rudyard Kipling

Cinematographer
Bill Pope
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Editor
Mark Livolsi

Composer
John Debney

Adventure, Drama, Fantasy
Rated PG for some sequences of scary action and peril.
105 minutes

SUBSCRIBE TO OUR MAILING LISTSUBSCRIBE TO OUR MAILING LIST
Enter Your Email Address

Subscribe

The Ebert Club is our hand-picked
selection of content for Ebert fans. You
will receive a weekly newsletter full of
movie-related tidbits, articles, trailers,
even the occasional streamable movie.
Club members also get access to our
members-only section on
RogerEbert.com

Premiere Member : $20.00USD - yearly

A D V E R T I S E M E N T

A D V E R T I S E M E N T

converted by Web2PDFConvert.com

http://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew/mark-livolsi
http://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew/john-debney
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF


by Nick Allen

RELATED ARTICLESRELATED ARTICLES

2016 SUMMER MOVIE PREVIEW: A FOUR-MONTH, BLOCKBUSTER FESTIVAL, PART II2016 SUMMER MOVIE PREVIEW: A FOUR-MONTH, BLOCKBUSTER FESTIVAL, PART II

 

A D V E R T I S E M E N T

�REVIEWS RSSREVIEWS RSS

converted by Web2PDFConvert.com

http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/feed
http://www.rogerebert.com/balder-and-dash
http://www.rogerebert.com/balder-and-dash/2016-summer-movie-preview-a-four-month-blockbuster-festival-part-ii
http://www.rogerebert.com/mzs
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF


MOVIE REVIEWS
Reviews

Great Movies

BLOGS
Roger Ebert's Journal

Chaz's Blog
MZS

Far Flungers

CHANNELS
Balder and Dash

Demanders
Thumbnails
Interviews

Festivals & Awards
Sundance
Life Itself
Cannes

Tributes to Roger
Letters

Opening Shots Project

CONTRIBUTORS

by Matt Zoller Seitz

by Nick Allen

427: TEN YEARS WITHOUT JEN, TWENTY-SIX WITH427: TEN YEARS WITHOUT JEN, TWENTY-SIX WITH

CHICAGO INTERNATIONAL MUSIC AND MOVIES FESTIVAL 2016 PREVIEWCHICAGO INTERNATIONAL MUSIC AND MOVIES FESTIVAL 2016 PREVIEW

IN THEATERSIN THEATERS

 A Beautiful Planet

 Dough

 Keanu

 Mother's Day

 Papa: Hemingway in Cuba

 Ratchet & Clank

 Sacrifice

 Special Correspondents

 Term Life

 The Family Fang

Page
1

Page
2

Page
3

Page
4

Page
5

Page
6

Page
7� � � �

� �

� � �

�

� �

� �

�

� �

�

� �

converted by Web2PDFConvert.com

http://www.rogerebert.com/mzs/427-ten-years-without-jen-sixteen-with
http://www.rogerebert.com/festivals-and-awards
http://www.rogerebert.com/festivals-and-awards/chicago-international-music-and-movies-festival-2016-preview
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/a-beautiful-planet-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/dough-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/keanu-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/mothers-day-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/papa-hemingway-in-cuba-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/ratchet-and-clank-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/sacrifice-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/special-correspondents-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/term-life-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-family-fang-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-man-who-knew-infinity-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-wait-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/viktoria-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/viva-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/a-hologram-for-the-king-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/compadres-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/elvis-and-nixon-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/holidays-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/men-and-chicken-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/nina-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/precious-cargo-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/sworn-virgin-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/tale-of-tales-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-huntsman-winters-war-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-meddler-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/confirmation-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/barbershop-the-next-cut-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/colonia-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/criminal-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/green-room-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/my-big-night-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/rio-i-love-you-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/sing-street-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/sky-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-adderall-diaries-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-first-monday-in-may-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-measure-of-a-man-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/wedding-doll-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/class-divide-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/11-minutes-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/demolition-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/hardcore-henry-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/hush-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/louder-than-bombs-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/mr-right-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/neon-bull-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/one-more-time-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-blue-hour-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-boss-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-invitation-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/everybody-wants-some-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/francofonia-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/gods-not-dead-2-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/h-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/kill-your-friends-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/meet-the-blacks-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/miles-ahead-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/sold-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/standing-tall-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-dark-horse-2016
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews
http://www.rogerebert.com/great-movies
http://www.rogerebert.com/rogers-journal
http://www.rogerebert.com/chazs-blog
http://www.rogerebert.com/mzs
http://www.rogerebert.com/far-flung-correspondents
http://www.rogerebert.com/balder-and-dash
http://www.rogerebert.com/demanders
http://www.rogerebert.com/thumbnails
http://www.rogerebert.com/interviews
http://www.rogerebert.com/festivals-and-awards
http://www.rogerebert.com/sundance
http://www.rogerebert.com/life-itself
http://www.rogerebert.com/cannes
http://www.rogerebert.com/tributes-to-roger
http://www.rogerebert.com/letters
http://www.rogerebert.com/opening-shots
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF


Roger Ebert
Chaz Ebert

Matt Zoller Seitz
Brian Tallerico
Simon Abrams

Godfrey Cheshire
Odie Henderson

Glenn Kenny
Christy Lemire
Sheila O'Malley

Peter Sobczynski
Susan Wloszczyna

Nick Allen
Matt Fagerholm

Ali Arikan
Steven Boone
Danny Bowes
Dan Callahan

Monica Castillo
Seongyong Cho
Olivia Collette

Brian Doan
Mark Dujsik

Steve Erickson
Sam Fragoso
Noah Gittell

Ian Grey
Scott Jordan Harris

Wael Khairy
Ben Kenigsberg
Joyce Kulhawik

Donald Liebenson
Craig D. Lindsey
Laya Maheshwari

Patrick Z. McGavin
Nell Minow

Michael Mirasol
Jana Monji

Omer M. Mozaffar
Lisa Nesselson

Michał Oleszczyk
Jessica Ritchey

Barbara Scharres
Krishna Bala Shenoi

Collin Souter
Bill Stamets

Scout Tafoya
ReBecca Theodore-Vachon

Katherine Tulich
Gerardo Valero

Pablo Villaça
Anath White

Alissa Wilkinson

© Copyright 2016, Ebert Digital LLC

About the Site  Contact Us  Advertise with Us  Privacy Policy  Terms of Use

Movies by Letter  Cast and Crew

converted by Web2PDFConvert.com

http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/roger-ebert
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/chaz-ebert
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/matt-zoller-seitz
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/brian-tallerico
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/simon-abrams
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/godfrey-cheshire
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/odie-henderson
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/glenn-kenny
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/christy-lemire
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/sheila-omalley
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/peter-sobczynski
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/susan-wloszczyna
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/nick-allen
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/matt-fagerholm
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/ali-arikan
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/steven-boone
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/danny-bowes
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/dan-callahan
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/monica-castillo
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/seongyong-cho
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/olivia-collette
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/brian-doan
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/mark-dujsik
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/steve-erickson
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/sam-fragoso
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/noah-gittell
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/ian-grey
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/scott-jordan
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/wael-khairy
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/ben-kenigsberg
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/joyce-kulhawik
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/donald-liebenson
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/craig-d-lindsey
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/laya-maheshwari
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/patrick-z-mcgavin
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/nell-minow
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/michael-mirasol
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/jana-monji
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/omer-m-mozaffar
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/lisa-nesselson
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/micha-oleszczyk
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/jessica-ritchey
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/barbara-scharres
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/krishna-bala
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/collin-souter
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/bill-stamets
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/scout-tafoya
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/rebecca-theodore-vachon
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/katherine-tulich
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/gerardo-valero
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/pablo-villa%C3%A7a
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/anath-white
http://www.rogerebert.com/contributors/alissa-wilkinson
http://www.ebertdigital.com/
http://www.rogerebert.com/about
http://www.rogerebert.com/contact-us
mailto:advertising@ebertdigital.com
http://www.rogerebert.com/privacy-policy
http://www.rogerebert.com/terms-of-use
http://www.rogerebert.com/movies
http://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF


Like
Us
on

Facebook

 

Follow
Us
on

Twitter

 

RSS
Feeds

converted by Web2PDFConvert.com

http://www.facebook.com/RogerEbert
http://twitter.com/ebertchicago
http://www.rogerebert.com/feeds
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF

