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Introductory Chapters


Introduction

 


When a book club edition of Harry Potter and the
Sorcerer’s Stone landed in my mailbox, I had no idea I was
about to start a love affair with the “wizarding world” that is
still going on to this day. The year was 1998, the same year I had
my first major book published by a big New York publishing house. I
just realized that means J.K Rowling and I launched our careers at
the same time.

Little did I know then that her books would soon
become almost as important to me as my own.

I have always loved science fiction and fantasy—or at
least since reading The Hobbit when I was 10 years old—but
in any given year there are so many books to choose from, why did I
pick up Sorcerer’s Stone? At the time it was getting a lot
of buzz within the publishing industry, so I thought what the
hey, let’s take a look. Not because I thought it was similar to
what I wrote—on the contrary, my book from Harper was erotic and
very definitely not for kids!—but because as an author and
editor I thought it might be important to keep up on new trends in
the genre. Besides, it looked like fun.

As it turned out, fun didn’t even begin to
describe the experience of reading the book. I had forgotten all
about boring notions like the industry and trends by
the time I hit page two. I was absolutely hooked by orphan Harry’s
predicament and the oddly comforting tone of the book, which felt
both fresh and familiar at the same time. When my partner got home
that night I insisted on reading him Chapter One as a bedtime
story. We ended up reading the whole book to each other, night by
night, chapter by chapter—a tradition we kept up through all seven
books of the series.

But that wasn’t all.

It wasn’t long before I found a striped tie at
Goodwill and donned my old grad school commencement robes to attend
a local bookstore’s midnight launch party. There we communed with
maybe a hundred or so other fanatics eagerly awaiting the next
installment. Potter bookstore release parties became a regular
thing. That led to cosplaying on opening nights at the movies, too,
where here in the Boston area entire megaplexes were sold out—the
movie playing on literally every screen—bringing together a
thousand or more fans in a single building.

But that still wasn’t all. In the mid-2000s my
writing career hit a slump. To “stay in shape” I started writing
Harry Potter fanfic and essays. Next thing you know I was
moderating a tarot-themed fan art and fic community online. I got
sucked into an online Harry Potter role-playing game. (I played
Draco.) And I started going to Harry Potter conventions where
thousands of fans gathered to celebrate their love of all things
wizarding. Traveling to these fan enclaves has taken me everywhere
from Las Vegas, Nevada, to Canterbury, England.

In the process, Harry Potter fandom became like
church for me. Here’s what I mean by that: It became a shared
community formed around shared beliefs. Those beliefs, embodied in
the Harry Potter books and films, are that creativity and goodness
and friendship can defeat evil. Harry Potter fandom is where I know
the songs that are sung and where we read and discuss and debate
the same stories. Where we laugh and cry and grow together. Each
new book or movie release was like Christmas or Easter, and each
convention was like going off to Bible camp (yes, I went to Bible
camp), only even more fun.

I saw the premiere of the sixth film, Harry Potter
and the Half-Blood Prince, in San Francisco, in an exclusive
showing just for the attendees of Azkatraz, an HPEF fan convention.
I went all the way to the UK for the eighth and final film, which I
saw in a theater full of attendees of Dia-con Alley, that they took
us to in red double-decker buses.

Those were once-in-a-lifetime experiences, but I get
to re-experience the magic of these films anytime I pop the DVD
into the player, and I’m looking forward to being your magical tour
guide on this unofficial romp through the Potter movies. As
Professor Snape might say, potions can ensnare the senses... but so
can movies, which surround us with stunning visuals, incredible
music, and captivating performances that bring the wizarding world
to life. We’ve got 10 years of moviemaking, from 2001 through 2011,
to cover in this book. That’s 10 years of squee and angst and
oh-my-goodness look how they’ve grown!

There’s never been a book quite like this one. Most
of the books about the Potter movies are official coffee-table
photo books, presented by the filmmakers, and of course I’ve used
them as a reference. There are a few trivia books and a guide for
“young fans.” But there’s never been a guide written by fans for
fans and fans-to-be. My goal in this Binge Watcher’s Guide is to
have plenty in it both for those who want to re-experience the
series and those coming to it for the first time. Not only will I
give you the heads up on Easter eggs to look out for and
behind-the-scenes info, I also provide tips on how to run a
Potter-themed binge-watch party (complete with recipes!) as well as
special advice for parents introducing their kids to the movies for
the first time.

So get ready to push your luggage trolley through the
wall at Platform 9 3/4 and away we go!

 


Cecilia Tan

Cambridge, Massachusetts


 


The Zeitgeist

 


It all started with one little book. As it did for
many Americans, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone came
into my life in 1998. I had no idea at the time that all things
Potter would become a huge phenomenon. A love of Harry Potter is
now something passed down through families, like allegiance to a
sports team. And each new generation gets to rediscover Harry’s
journey anew.

But back in 1998, no one had any idea that a
children’s fantasy book would launch a global phenomenon that would
eventually include not just books but millions of fans, multiple
theme parks, a Broadway play, and a blockbuster Hollywood movie
franchise. At first there was just that book, which kept selling,
and selling, and selling. It was released in the UK in June 1997,
in the USA in September 1998, and it snowballed until it hit number
one on the New York Times Bestseller List in August of 1999.
That is an unusually long climb to the top of the list, and as more
and more readers jumped onto the bandwagon, Sorcerer’s Stone
STAYED at the top of the list for so long that other publishers
began to cry foul! It simply wasn’t fair to expect mere Muggle
books to be able to compete with a magical one, and in 2000 the
Times split out the children’s books into their own
list.

So right from the get-go, Harry Potter was bending
the rules and sometimes breaking them. Eventually the books grew to
be so highly anticipated that book warehouses had to embargo the
shipments and the UK and US publishers had to sync up their
schedules. Bookstores everywhere began to host midnight launch
parties for those who could not wait even one extra minute
post-embargo to find out what trouble Harry, Ron and Hermione got
into next. The book parties were glorious, full of costumes and
candy and Sorting ceremonies and games—like Halloween crossed with
the best childhood birthday party you never had.

One thing to remember about those days was that 1998
was the start of a terrible downturn for US bookstores. The chains
like Barnes & Noble and Borders had started putting independent
bookshops out of business at a frightening rate, and Amazon had
grabbed 10% of all book sales in the country. As an author whose
books would live or die by those bookstores, I can tell you it was
nerve-wracking to watch. But every time a new Harry Potter book
came out, it was like a Pepper-Up Potion, infusing embattled
bookshops with new life and bringing customers into the stores for
months afterward. Like Christmas in July.

That midnight party energy soon flowed right into the
film franchise. The film rights supposedly went for a cool one
million British pounds, even though no one knew how the series
would end! Unheard of! At the time when the first film
debuted—November 2001—only four books of the seven had been
released.

There was so much anxiety about whether these films
would be any good. How could they possibly live up to the
expectations of literally millions of readers? By then, over five
million hardcovers and six and a half million paperbacks had been
sold, and the books had been translated into over 50 languages.
People the world over were in love with Harry Potter and everyone
had an opinion about how they thought Hogwarts should look, how
Harry should sound, and what parts of the books should be kept in
the films. Let’s face it. “The book is better than the movie” is a
common refrain. We can all name some books whose highly anticipated
film adaptations turned out to be duds (sorry, Dune). There
was a lot at stake. Many fans were not sure that making movies out
of the Harry Potter books was actually a good idea at all.

Think for a second about some of the challenges
facing these filmmakers. They would have to:

 



	
Adapt some of the most-beloved books of all time,
books that were so crammed full of details and plot twists there
would be no way they could include them all and keep the films
under two hours.





 



	
Work with child actors. Actors who, by the way, would
have to grow up along with their characters and would hopefully be
just as winsome, handsome, and charming as high school seniors as
they were as high-voiced 10 year-olds. That or re-cast every few
years.





 



	
Fight film industry biases against fantasy movies.
Fantasy was considered “risky.” (At the time the Lord of the
Rings movies had not yet been made.)





 



	
Invent and use a ton of CGI effects to make the
wizarding world believably magical. One crummy or
less-than-believable effect can ruin a film. (Looking at you,
Eragon.)





 



	
Set up character arcs for their entire cast...
without knowing how the actual plot of future films would turn out,
because the books hadn’t been written yet.





 


In short, the filmmakers were doing something that
had never been done before, and which no one was really sure they
could pull off. Would they even get to adapt all seven books?

Spoiler alert: They did. The movies were massive
hits. Throughout this Binge Watcher’s Guide we’ll be talking
about all the challenges that were met and surpassed, about making
true magic with each successive film, and the magic carpet ride
that living through the release of the films truly was. But there
was more going on than just great filmmaking and great source
material.

One fact I think gets lost in most talk about the
films is that the first one hit theaters only two months after the
September 11th attacks. It was a time when the world looked
suddenly like a much darker place than it had before. I think it
was a world that really needed some escape, to believe in some
innocent and good-hearted heroes, a world that needed some magic.
People certainly flocked to the theater in droves to see it!
Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, despite being
released so late in the year, turned out to be the number one box
office movie of 2001. It had the largest domestic (US) opening
weekend of that year, was the top-grossing PG-rated film, and would
become the number one box office film worldwide that year. It would
go on to be nominated for three Oscars and, according to Box
Office Mojo, has come close to a lifetime worldwide gross of
almost (*Dr. Evil voice*) One Billion Dollars. (It’s at $975
million as of 2019.)

Sorcerer’s Stone was the start of something
huge, but it would get even huger once the fandom got organized. In
1998 only 41% of adults in the US “went online,” according to the
Pew Research Center. Phones were not “smart” yet. (You also
couldn’t buy Slytherin hoodies at Hot Topic or order merch from
Universal Studios.) But it wouldn’t be long before midnight movie
launches were selling out complete megaplexes—like those midnight
bookstore parties but for thousands of people at a time.

I think it’s not a mere coincidence that the rapid
rise of the Internet matched the explosive growth of Harry Potter
fandom. Pioneering blogging platform Livejournal launched in 1999
and would eventually grow into a major hub of Potter fandom. By
2001, when the Sorcerer’s Stone movie came out, Internet
usage in the US had grown to nearly 54%, passing the 50% mark for
the first time—although only 7% of users had broadband and most
were still using dial-up modems. Facebook (2004) and Twitter (2006)
didn’t exist yet. Livejournal and Yahoo groups were the main ways
the fandom coalesced, shared fanfic, and began organizing
real-world get-togethers, while websites like Mugglenet and The
Leaky Cauldron became major hubs for news and information about all
things Potter, including the film’s stars. Harry Potter fandom
didn’t have to wade through Variety or The Hollywood
Reporter to find out the celebrity gossip about Alan Rickman or
Daniel Radcliffe; like wizards and The Daily Prophet, we had
our own, dedicated sources—online.

That meant though, that every rumor, every leaked
photo from the set, every interview, was instantly circulated among
millions of fans. No film franchise before ever had such scrutiny
on it. I think ultimately it was all to the good, though. As the
filmmakers grew accustomed to the near-instantaneous nature of the
24/7 Potterhead news cycle, they learned how to prime the
audience’s anticipation for the films nearly as much as the books
did. That’s quite a trick when the majority of the audience already
knows the plot because they’ve read the book! The gradual release
of teasers for an upcoming film is now a commonplace technique, but
at the time it was groundbreaking. The hype machine probably
reached its most hysterical pitch in the lead-up to Harry’s first
kiss, which takes place in the fifth movie, Harry Potter and the
Order of the Phoenix. Harry’s love interest, Cho Chang, was
brilliantly cast with Scottish 17-year-old Katie Leung.

Which brings us to another thing that, in retrospect,
makes the Potter franchise seem prescient. These days there is a
tremendous hue and cry whenever a film’s cast lacks racial and
ethnic diversity, especially a genre film. But the Potter films had
diversity baked in from the start, thanks to J.K. Rowling’s varied
cast of students that had always included characters like Cho
Chang, Parvati and Padma Patil, Lee Jordan, and Angelina
Johnson.

I saw the effect of this diverse representation
firsthand when I started attending Harry Potter conventions. I had
been going to multi-fandom conventions since the late 1980s,
including “Worldcon,” the World Science Fiction Convention, the con
where the Hugo Award is given. Worldcon moves from city to city,
mostly within North America with periodic jumps overseas to places
like Finland and Ireland. I had not realized just how
overwhelmingly white Worldcon attendees were, though, until I
walked into my first Harry Potter convention.

Walking about the crowded lobby at Terminus, I was
instantly struck by how many East Asian, South Asian and black
faces I saw. The convention was also about 95% female, and I found
myself getting into conversation after conversation with women
there, asking them how they joined the fandom and why they had
chosen to travel all the way to Chicago for the event. And time
after time they said it was simple really: the Harry Potter
universe was one where they saw themselves included. They didn’t
have to fight for a place at the table because “the canon” had
already provided them one. The books do have some problematic
elements, but they prove to me without a doubt that representation
matters.

Films are an even more important medium for racial
and ethnic diversity than books sometimes, though, because readers
can gloss over or forget a character’s skin color while reading. On
film, they can’t. (As in the controversy over the casting of The
Hunger Games.) The films embraced the diversity of the canon
and that only resulted in even more fans on the bandwagon than
before.

The net result of this wide appeal is that these
eight films—the first of which was released in 2001, and the last
of which was released almost exactly ten years later in 2011—stand
as the dominant film franchise of the decade. I don’t just mean in
terms of money (which is an impressive $9.2 billion total box
office gross, which doesn’t even include DVD or streaming sales).
They set an ambitious template for blockbuster franchises that
would follow like the Marvel Cinematic Universe (launched in 2008
with Iron Man), the current phase of Star Wars sequels
(beginning with The Force Awakens, 2015) and other book
series adaptations (like Twilight, 2008, and The Hunger
Games, 2015). The Potter series defines film excellence in the
Aughts and is a huge piece of the establishment of the ubiquity of
Harry Potter in the 21st century.

Harry Potter is no longer “just” a book or “just” a
movie. As I mentioned before, Harry Potter has become something
that is passed down from generation to generation, like sports
fandom to a team, and that is shared among family and friends and
part of our common experience of growing up. It’s woven into the
fabric of our culture. When I say Harry Potter is everywhere now,
I’m not exaggerating. Amazon sells over 30,000 products relating to
Harry Potter. Google Scholar Search turns up almost 20,000 academic
papers that cite the Potter books. (By contrast, Jane Austen’s
Pride and Prejudice turns up around 2,000, and Alice in
Wonderland only about 200.) On Fanfiction.net, fanfic is posted
relating to over 2,400 books and series. Over 800,000 of those fics
are Harry Potter, about 58% of all entries on the site. (Next in
line is Twilight with about 16%, and third is Percy Jackson
with a mere 5%.) There are unofficial Potter-themed bars, coffee
shops, and restaurants.

And then of course there are the official
establishments: you can go to a Universal Studios theme park and
actually eat in the Three Broomsticks or Leaky Cauldron and, of
course, visit Hogwarts, all built out and decorated to be film
accurate. Not very many other movies can boast that their settings
have been turned into real-life immersive tourist attractions
(though I hear you can visit Hobbiton in New Zealand), especially
not ones that caused a 14% spike in attendance at Universal Studios
(LA)—nearly one million additional visitors over the previous year.
Hogwarts Castle is giving Cinderella’s Castle a run for its money
as far as being the favorite iconic childhood destination in
Orlando, Florida.

So you could say these movies are more than “just”
movies. However, we get to enjoy them just like any other movies,
in our living rooms, on our devices, on cable TV and via DVD. When
the opening sequence begins to roll on the quiet, nighttime street
of Privet Drive, you can forget all the momentous cultural impact
and be carried away into the simple pleasure of entering the
wizarding world once again.


 


Before You Watch

 


Before you hit “play,” there are things to know that
I believe will enrich the viewing experience and make it all the
more magical. I recognize that many people like to watch movies
spoiler-free. This is pretty hard to do with a series that’s as
famous, ubiquitous, and old as this one, but if you’re truly
spoiler-averse, I would say skip these chapters until after you’ve
watched the films.

I’ve organized the book into sections. The “before
you watch” section includes a chapter on the casting of the main
characters, tips and ideas for throwing a binge-watch party and
advice from parents on introducing kids to the movies.

Then come chapters for the individual films, each of
which has a section on casting notes for that installment,
filmmaking notes and things to look for, a plot recap and “book
lore.” The plot recap is a scene-by-scene guided tour. (Your tour
guide may occasionally be irreverent, but know that it comes from a
place of love.) In the book lore sections you’ll find some things
that are in the book, but which were glossed over or left out of
the film. You should be able to watch the films without knowing all
those details, but they’re in this book to increase your enjoyment
and understanding.

Plot recap and book lore are packed with spoilers, by
necessity.

Throughout the book I’ll use shortened versions of
the book and movie titles, dropping “Harry Potter and the...” and
just going with the rest. I’ll bop back and forth between calling
the first installment Sorcerer’s Stone and Philosopher’s
Stone, since which title you got depends on which country you
are in. (Personally I think it was a little silly that the US
publisher insisted that American children wouldn’t read a book with
the word “philosopher” in the title, but hindsight’s 20/20.) I’ll
also refer to the main characters of Harry, Ron and Hermione as
“the Trio,” which was the term screenwriter Steve Kloves used in
the scripts. (J.K. Rowling’s own shorthand was to call them “HRH,”
which in the UK also stands for Her Royal Highness, so that amused
her.)

At the end of the book we’ll wrap up the tour with a
couple of analytical essays, including my pick for “if you only
watch one film...” and my recommendations on what to watch next
when you’re done.


 


Casting

 


As I mentioned in “The Zeitgeist,” at the time they
were made, no movie series had ever attempted to do what the Harry
Potter films did, which was—among other things—take a cast of
children and hope to follow them to adulthood on screen over the
course of a decade.

One of the stipulations J.K. Rowling placed on the
sale of the film rights was that the actors had to be British. She
didn’t want a Hollywood studio to shoehorn Tom Cruise in as Snape
or Johnny Depp as Sirius. (We’ll talk about Fantastic Beasts
later... much later.) Indeed, several of her picks, such as Robbie
Coltrane for Hagrid, were absolutely perfect—and yes, the studio
did try to convince her that Robin Williams (!?) should play the
Hogwarts gamekeeper instead.

Another major character she handpicked an actor for
was Severus Snape. Alan Rickman was far older than the character he
would play. He was 53 when he was cast to play the 31-year-old
Snape—and was 63 when they had to film the flashbacks to
21-year-old Snape in the final movie. But Rowling knew the film
franchise needed someone who could play the heavy with a great deal
of nuance. Even those of us who had obsessively read the four books
that had been released up to that point knew very little of Snape’s
background, much less what the plot held in store for him. Rowling
told Rickman several things about his character that would later be
revealed and swore him to secrecy.

Maggie Smith was another actor who appeared much
older than her character as described in the books, but in recent
years J.K. Rowling released more information about Professor
Minerva McGonagall via her Pottermore website. Supposedly
McGonagall’s birthday was October 4, 1935, making her less than a
year younger than Dame Maggie Smith who was born in December 1934.
(However McGonagall appears as a Hogwarts professor in the
Fantastic Beasts films, as well, which supposedly take place
in the 1920s, before she would have been born. Like I said... let’s
not talk about Fantastic Beasts right now.)

With Richard Harris, another Rowling-approved casting
choice, the producers couldn’t go wrong. Dumbledore is meant to be
over a hundred years old (born 1881) and the bearded, white-haired
Harris did a terrific job embodying the benevolent and humorous
Dumbledore depicted in the early books, although he did get one
note from the author. At one point in the script some dialogue
appeared in which Dumbledore thinks back to a pretty girl he
remembered. Rowling nixed the line and told the actor (and
screenwriter) that Dumbledore wouldn’t say such a thing because he
was gay. (She wouldn’t tell the rest of us until after all the
books were published.)

Unfortunately Richard Harris passed away of Hodgkin’s
lymphoma in 2002, after finishing filming for Harry Potter and
the Chamber of Secrets, which was his last appearance on film.
He was replaced by Michael Gambon, who played a much more subtly
mysterious Dumbledore, which was appropriate to the plot and to the
way he gradually reveals to Harry that there is more going on
behind the scenes than Harry knows.

But enough of the good guys. Let’s talk about the
characters people love to hate.


 


The Best for the Worst

 


It’s a Hollywood trope that villains should have
British accents, and the Harry Potter series has enough baddies to
fill out a Quidditch team. One of the great pleasures of these
films is seeing veteran Brits like Alan Rickman chew the scenery
with absolute aplomb. When Snape says “Turn to page 394” you can
practically see the loathing dripping from the words. Herewith, the
seven best of the worst—or the worst of the best—of the characters
we love to hate from Harry Potter.

 


7. Richard Griffiths as Vernon Dursley

Americans might not have been as familiar with
Richard Griffiths as British audiences, but like most of the actors
on this list, he was an award-winning thespian, and you can sense
the absolute glee he pours into the awfulness that is Harry’s
uncle-in-law. Dursley’s menace is ultimately played for humorous
effect, which gives Griffiths license to play the role to the hilt.
He and Fiona Shaw, who played Aunt Petunia, had great chemistry as
a terrible twosome, a husband and wife who bring out the worst in
each other. Shaw would later describe the movies as terrific fun
for her, with the only downside being that whenever she meets new
children they have a tendency to hide from her or burst into
tears.

 


6. David Tennant as Barty Crouch Jr.

At the time of his villainous turn in Harry Potter
and the Goblet of Fire, David Tennant hadn’t yet has his run as
the tenth incarnation of Dr. Who, but now fans who know him from
that and later work may be shocked to see him play “against type.”
Tennant is wonderfully, snakishly psychotic as Death Eater Barty
Crouch Jr. complete with flickering tongue. The only reason he
doesn’t rate higher on the list is his performance is fairly short
and mostly in flashback.

 


5. Kenneth Branagh as Gilderoy Lockhart

It’s probably unfair to say it wasn’t a stretch for
Kenneth Branagh to play an egotistical, good-looking narcissist who
loves being the center of attention, but I’m saying it anyway. He
is delightfully cracked as two-faced fame-hound Gilderoy Lockhart,
who blusters his way through his incompetence and hides his
corruption with an over-the-top smile and reliance on his good
looks. The scene where Lockhart and Snape demonstrate wand dueling
is priceless. What’s amusing is that although Branagh’s performance
seems utterly over the top, this is apparently the more restrained
version. As Jason Isaacs told Entertainment Weekly, “I think
[director Chris Columbus’] job consisted entirely of trying to stop
me and Ken from trying to out-ham each other. ...Chris gave me a
lot of ‘Listen, I think they could see that performance in America
from here without broadcast. Shrink it down to camera
size’.”(Another amusing note: Lockhart was the part Isaacs wanted
to audition for.)

 


4. Helena Bonham Carter as Bellatrix Lestrange

Speaking of cracked, they don’t come much more
cracked than Bellatrix Lestrange, who was probably already not the
sanest person before she did hard time in Azkaban, the wizarding
prison. The books describe Bellatrix’s slavish devotion to the Dark
Lord and her mad taunting of Harry—Helena Bonham Carter nails both.
She plays Bellatrix as deliciously deranged and dangerous—maybe a
bit too literally? In an interview Matthew Lewis, who plays Neville
Longbottom, described being awed by her performance, how she was an
amazingly nice and sweet person, “and then the camera would come on
and she would instantly turn into this raging madwoman!” What Lewis
didn’t say in that interview, but which was revealed in many
others, is that during the scene where Bellatrix holds Neville
hostage and threatens him in Order of the Phoenix, she got a
bit too into character and accidentally punctured his eardrum with
her wand!

 


3. Jason Isaacs as Lucius Malfoy

Jason Isaacs almost didn’t take the part of Lucius
Malfoy. He’d wanted the part of Gilderoy Lockhart, and having just
played Captain Hook in a Peter Pan movie, he didn’t want to be
typecast as a children’s villain. But once he took to the part, he
really really took to it. First of all, the film producers were
going to put him in short hair and a sort of pinstriped suit and he
said, no, this is all wrong. A racist anti-Muggle like
Malfoy is going to have long hair and an ostentatiously wizard-like
wardrobe. Then there was his accent, which he based on a sadistic
teacher he had in drama school, which “smacks of a sense of
entitlement. ...A voice that made him drip with the millennia that
his family had been in power—complete disdain and contempt for
anybody and everything else.” Isaacs also knew he had to bring his
A-game if he wanted Malfoy to be more hated than Snape. “Nobody
does sinister like Alan Rickman. I thought, ‘If I’m going to do
something, it’d better be unbelievably extreme.’” That sneer. Oh,
that Malfoy sneer.

 


2. Ralph Fiennes as Voldemort

One of the things that is scariest about Voldemort is
how unpredictable he is. Like Darth Vader in Star Wars: A New
Hope, if you’re on “his side” you may still end up a victim of
his egomaniacal, psychopathic whims. Ralph Fiennes plays these
“mood swings” to the hilt, and to give the actor the freedom to
explore them, many of Voldemort’s scenes were filmed as
improvisations by Fiennes. There were apparently more than 20 takes
of the Dark Lord’s final speech after the Battle of
Hogwarts—wouldn’t you love to see them all? And that creepy,
awkward hug with Draco? Also improvised and totally unexpected by
the other actors. Tom Felton, who plays Draco, says the stunned
look he wears in the scene isn’t acting, it’s absolutely real.

 


1. Imelda Staunton as Dolores Umbridge

And now, the absolute best of the worst, even Ralph
Fiennes’ manic uber-villain can’t top the pitch-perfectly hate-able
performance of Imelda Staunton as Dolores Umbridge. Her simpering
back-of-the-throat giggle and her sadistic faux-sympathy when she
makes Harry torture himself simply cannot be topped. Staunton says
the “I Will Not Tell Lies” detention scene with Harry was the most
difficult scene she’s ever had to do. It left her “feeling bad for
a couple of days... A horrible horrible feeling.” The key to
getting into the character, Staunton said, was that Umbridge
believes she’s doing good, that genocide and ethnic cleansing will
be good for the wizarding world. As she told Entertainment
Weekly, “She’s not sort of twirling her mustache and saying
‘Muahahaha,’ it’s the absolute and utter belief that actually it is
going to help and that’s, of course, so much more frightening.” And
that’s why she tops this list. Brava, Imelda.


 


Casting the Kids

 


Finding the right children to play not only Harry,
but Ron, Hermione and Draco as well, presented a huge set of
challenges.

For one thing, the producers knew they had to catch
lightning in a bottle. In a normal one-shot film, it’s commonplace
to cast a small 12- or 13-year-old for a 10-year-old, but that was
just not going to work for a franchise expected to run for a
decade. And what if there were delays starting filming? If it took
two years to green light a script, the actors’ voices might change
and they might appear too physically mature to play their ages.
Then they’d have to start the casting search over again. The timing
had to be right, and the youngsters themselves had to be right.

Each successive film would kick off another round of
massive auditions as new characters were introduced, looking for
the perfect Luna Lovegood or Cho Chang. We’ll talk about other
characters as we come to each film’s recap. The most important
characters to nail had to be “the Trio” of Harry, Ron and Hermione.
Frequent recurring characters Draco Malfoy and Neville Longbottom
were going to be important to get right, too.

Actor Tom Felton often tells stories about
auditioning for Harry Potter. He had already worked a little in
film (Anna and the King) and went to an open casting call
where there were hundreds of boys. At Salt Lake City Comic Con he
told fans that hadn’t yet read the books. “I remember vividly,
Chris Columbus coming down the line saying, ‘What’s your favorite
thing from the book? What are you most looking forward to seeing?’
He only got to the second person next to me before I realized ****,
I don’t have an answer here. So the kid next to me was like,
‘Gringotts. I’m so excited about Gringotts.’ Then he came to me and
I was like, ‘Yeah man, I love those Gringotts. They are awesome. I
can’t wait to see them flying around.’ I think that Chris Columbus
knew straightaway that this kid could be a good Draco.”

At one of his appearances at Dragoncon he revealed
that the producers had him try on various roles and hair colors as
he read first for both the parts of Harry and Ron, joking that they
then tried him in a curly wig but he wasn’t right for Hermione at
all. “And then they tried me on blond and the rest is history.”
(Felton’s natural hair is light brown.)

Matthew Lewis, who played Neville, was one of the
more experienced child actors to join the cast. He had been acting
in television since age five, following in the footsteps of his
older brothers. The Leeds native is now noted for how incredibly
good-looking he grew up to be, but his character is definitely
meant to be a bit of a dweeby duckling before he grew into a rather
heroic swan by the final film. His transformation into a heartthrob
started rather earlier than the film producers were prepared for,
so he was forced to wear false teeth and a fat suit. They
eventually let him ditch the fake teeth but stipulated he couldn’t
fix his own crooked teeth until after filming was complete. “Which
meant I had to go for 10 f***ing years without having anything
done,” he told an interviewer in 2013. “Looking back on it, it
doesn’t really bother me at all, but at the time, when you’re going
through puberty and you’re on a film set with a lot of attractive
girls... it was rubbish. It was really rubbish.”

But, the Trio. What about the Trio? Casting director
Janet Hirshenson told the Huffington Post that she thinks
one of the most important things they looked for when casting the
kids was what their parents were like. Parents who were grounded
and supportive—but not pushy—is what they wanted. Chris Columbus,
who had directed Macaulay Culkin in Home Alone, had
experienced the kind of “stage parents” who pushed too hard. “[So]
we auditioned the parents,” he told Entertainment Weekly.
“And my biggest question was, if the kid says, ‘I wanna stop!’ will
you let them stop? And they all said yes, which is important to
me.”

Naturally red-haired Rupert Grint was a huge fan of
the Harry Potter books. At age 10, he saw the open casting call
and, with no acting experience to speak of, put together a video of
himself rapping (yes, rapping) about why he wanted the role. At a
2011 con appearance with some other cast members he even
sang/rapped a bit of it: “Hello there, my name’s Rupert Grint! Hope
you like this and don’t think I stink. I’m four-foot-nine and age
11... That’s all I can remember of it.” Rupert felt he had a lot of
similarities with Ron beyond red hair, including having a large
family.

Emma Watson was another novice to the screen, having
only acted in school plays before her audition for Hermione. She’d
wanted to act since she was six years old and she impressed the
producers immediately. Eventually they narrowed the choices down to
half a dozen Rons and a handful of Hermiones. Emma was sure that
another girl, one who’d done the Madeline movie, was going to get
the part, but when they started screen testing different kids
together, well. “For the Hermiones, as soon as Emma came on, there
were six of us in the screening room. We just gasped. It was like,
‘Oh my God.’ Like, ‘Whoaaa!’ She took up the screen,” said
Hirshenson. Then came Ron. Columbus preferred another actor, but
Hirshenson and the rest of the crew knew their pick. “We said,
‘Look at that face on Rupert... That’s Ron. Look at that
face.’”

Harry, though, what about Harry? The most important
role in the series was one of the last to be filled. They needed a
boy who was green- or at least blue-eyed and small in stature. The
director toyed with defying the “all British” casting rule and
putting in an actor who had previously worked with him on the film
Stepmom, Liam Aiken. They also considered an actor from
Billy Elliot, but he was already too old. Columbus had seen
one British kid he really liked, in the BBC One production of
David Copperfield, but the child’s parents had turned down
an audition and the boy had apparently decided he didn’t want to
keep acting.

That boy was Daniel Radcliffe.

The Potter production team was familiar with his
parents a bit through the entertainment business: Alan Radcliffe is
a literary agent and Daniel’s mum, Marcia Gresham, is a casting
agent. Producer David Heyman went out to the theater one evening in
London with some of the team, and they were seated right in
front of young Dan, who was chatting away fearlessly with all
these adults around him (and sort of wondering why these guys kept
turning around to look at him). Columbus described him as an “old
soul” and just knew he would be perfect for the part. In a video
interview with J.K. Rowling and Daniel Radcliffe (where they
interview each other), Dan tells the story of that night at the
theater, and his parents hiding him behind a pillar during the
intermission, while they tried to avoid talking to the film folks.
“I don’t believe in fate or destiny or whatever, but my parents
do,” he told the author. And that chance meeting got them thinking
they should reconsider the gig.

Daniel and his parents were coaxed to give the
audition a go after being assured that the filming would take place
in England. At the time there was one other young actor in the
running, and eventually it came down to screen-testing them both.
Hirshenson told HuffPost the other boy was “terrific and
vulnerable.” But in the end they felt vulnerability wasn’t enough.
Harry can be quite spunky in the books and they felt only Daniel
Radcliffe had the “stones” to play the full range of emotions.

From this point forward in the book I’m just going to
call the Trio Dan, Emma and Rupert, because having watched them
grow up, now they’re as familiar to me as family. And by the time
you’re done binge-watching the series (and reading this book!) they
will be to you, too!


 


Throw a Binge-Watch Party

 


This book being a Binge Watcher’s Guide implies you
might actually want to hold a marathon movie session. While I was
getting ready to write this book, in the spirit of research I
decided to throw a binge-watch party of my own. This chapter is a
collection of tips, tricks and recipes that can enhance the Harry
Potter binge-watching experience.

 


Timing

It turns out that the original eight Harry Potter
films take about 22 hours to watch, which is a good length for a
movie marathon. You could watch them all in one “day” if you
started at 8:00 a.m. and then showed your guests out after
breakfast the next day. When I threw my binge-watch party, though,
I decided to host it in two 11-hour stints: noon to 11:00 p.m. on a
Saturday-Sunday, with a short break for dinner each day. That
worked better for my friends and my sleep schedule.

 


To MST3K or Not?

If you’re going to do a watch party of any kind, one
suggestion I got from several friends was this: decide whether
you’re going to ask everyone to be silent during the films or if
you’ll allow (or encourage) heckling, talking back to the screen,
and general “MST3K”-ing. I’ve always felt part of Harry Potter
fandom is a healthy engagement in both criticism and poking fun at
the original material, and at my party we’d all seen the films
before, so my watch party included some good-natured heckling. (If
we’d had guests who’d never seen the films with us, though, we
might have been more reverent.)

 


Party Menu

Like the books that they are based on, the Harry
Potter films include a lot of chocolate, pastry and sweets, as well
as traditional English foods like meat pies and pasties (pasty
rhymes with nasty), and made-up beverages such as pumpkin juice,
butterbeer and firewhisky. These all make for great party foods, or
at least their Muggle equivalents do.

 


Beverage

There are three beverages mentioned repeatedly in
Harry Potter—well, four if you include tea—pumpkin juice,
butterbeer and Odgen’s Old firewhisky.

 


Pumpkin Juice

You can’t buy pumpkin juice in the grocery store—at
least not in the store near me—but you can make something that if
you tell people it’s “pumpkin juice” they’ll probably believe
you.

Back when J.K. Rowling was writing Harry Potter, the
“pumpkin spice” craze hadn’t yet begun—the Starbucks pumpkin spice
latte wasn’t introduced until 2003. She intended “pumpkin juice” to
taste like, well, pumpkin, not the spices that are baked
into pumpkin pie. But nowadays people are likely to imagine
something “pumpkin-flavored” is nutmeg, clove and cinnamon
flavored. To make a pumpkin-spice flavored drink, I brewed a black
tea with pumpkin pie spices in with the tea leaves, and then I
mixed the tea with orange juice and chilled it.

In the organic section of my local grocery they sell
carrot turmeric juice that is bright orange, and doesn’t “Carrot
Turmeric” sound healthy? We tasted it and it was quite sweet
(similar to orange juice) but would have substituted quite
well.

I’ve also seen suggestions on the Internet that you
can mix canned pumpkin puree with fruit juice but I was skeptical
enough of this idea (wouldn’t it need to be strained?) that I did
not try it. (Fun fact: some cats love to eat canned pumpkin and
it’s a good source of fiber for them. Probably good for kneazles,
too.)

 


Firewhisky

I’ve often wondered if the growth in popularity of
Fireball Whiskey—a brand name of sweetened cinnamon-flavored
whiskey—is related to the existence of firewhisky in the Harry
Potter books. Originally introduced in the mid-1980s, Fireball
wasn’t particularly popular, but it’s caught fire with consumers,
now outselling Jameson Irish Whiskey and Patron Tequila in the USA.
So, if you want to serve something that might be recognizable as
firewhisky, Fireball is an easy one. It’s also rather syrupy sweet
and many of my cocktail-snob friends wouldn’t drink it. Among some
of the suggestions they gave me instead: soak cinnamon sticks (or
habanero peppers!) in vodka and then use it to mix cocktails, or
drop Cinnamon Red Hots candy into whatever you’re pouring. It
really depends on how adept at Potions you are.

 


Butterbeer

When asked what she intended butterbeer to be like,
J.K. Rowling told Bon Appetit magazine in 2002, “I imagine
it to taste a little bit like less sickly [sweet] butterscotch.” In
the books it can be served hot or cold, and it’s clearly lightly
alcoholic, enough to make Hermione tipsy in The Three Broomsticks
and to make Winky the House Elf quite blotto.

Served hot: A hot steamed milk with
butterscotch and caramel syrup with a little dash of scotch or rum
if you want the alcohol would serve quite well. Another idea if you
want more alcohol would be to just make hot buttered rum. Other
kinds of hot toddies of course are delicious, too, but may move you
quite far from the flavor profile... then again, what flavor did
you imagine when you heard the word butterbeer? There is no wrong
answer! The power of your imagination is what matters. Make
something that is tasty and comforting for you.

Served cold: These days they serve a
concoction at Universal Studios they call butterbeer and it is
served either cold or frozen. It’s basically like a cream soda
Slurpee with a whipped topping. They told me at the park it has no
beer and no dairy in it. When I asked how it was made I was told
“magic.” (Of course. Try making “frozen Coke” with cream soda and
see what happens?)

 


I started throwing Harry-Potter-themed parties at
science fiction conventions in 2010, when we thought the fandom
might decline after the last movie came out (it didn’t). I invented
my own version of a slightly alcoholic drink made with canned
whipped cream, cream soda and butterscotch schnapps. The magic part
is to put the whipped cream in the cup first, then drizzle
in the butterscotch, and pour the cream soda last. The partly
dissolved whipped cream will foam up and look just like the head on
a real beer. I usually finish the recipe off with a flourish of my
wand, reciting the incantation “Vita Dulce, Vita Sana,” which is
Latin for “Sweet life, healthy life.”

Meka, a friend I met through Harry Potter
conventions, calls my recipe the “First Year,” because she has come
up with stronger versions appropriate for older drinkers. (In the
wizarding world, 17 is the age of majority. In England the drinking
age is 18, and in the United States although one must be 21 to
purchase alcohol, some states allow consumption by those
between the ages of 18 and 21).

 


Here are Meka’s recipes:

 


Third Year:

1 shot whipped cream vodka

1/2 cream soda

1/2 butterscotch schnapps

Top with whipped cream

 


Seventh Year:

1 shot whipped cream vodka

1 shot vanilla vodka

1 shot birthday cake vodka

1/2 cream soda
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