
Marielle Heller takes a script that many lmmakers would turn into cringe-inducing treacle and interrogates the sentimental trappings.
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A ll of it is so eerily familiar: the gently comforting music, the hand-built miniature
buildings. Even the televisual texture of the image is exactly as anyone who watched
the beloved children’s series Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood might recollect. Then Fred

Rogers himself walks into frame—or, rather, Tom Hanks, the actor playing him. He sings the
famous theme song. He changes from his outdoor to his indoor clothes. And he breaks the
fourth wall with that tranquil gaze that lets each person watching know that they’re gloriously
unique. You’ll likely never doubt the reality of what you’re seeing at any point, though there’s
something unsettling about the precision of both Hanks’s performance and the frame housing
it—uncanny valley effects that have been achieved through fully analog means.

The tension that emanates out of this opening scene, and many more besides it, isn’t a fault,
but a virtue of A Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood. This is a knotty film masquerading as a
simple one. Director Marielle Heller proves that the equally steely and empathetic eye that she
brought to last year’s Can You Ever Forgive Me? was no fluke. She takes a screenplay by Micah
Fitzerman-Blue and Noah Harpster that many filmmakers would turn into cringe-inducing
treacle and consistently interrogates the sentimental trappings.

Rogers isn’t even the primary focus here. Rather, it’s Lloyd Vogel (Matthew Rhys), an Esquire
writer based loosely on columnist Tom Junod, who profiled Rogers back in 1998 (also the year
the film is set). Lloyd is both a new father and a damaged son. He’s been estranged from his
own dad, Jerry (Chris Cooper), for years, and he’s developed a reputation for work that takes
his subjects down several pegs. Lloyd loves his wife, Andrea (Susan Kelechi Watson), and their
infant child, but cynicism and anger are his go-to modes. Right after he gets into fisticuffs
with Jerry at a family wedding, Lloyd’s editor (Christine Lahti) assigns him to profile Mister
Rogers for an Esquire issue about heroes. An unwitting disciple is about to meet his guru.

A Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood is a spiritual film of sorts, though it doesn’t make the
mistake of presuming Mister Rogers or his perspective to be above doubt or suspicion. “How
does it feel to be married to a living saint?” Lloyd asks Rogers’s wife, Joanne (Maryann
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Plunkett), in one scene. She proceeds to bring that lofty sentiment down to earth, noting her
husband’s temper and hinting at other day-to-day challenges that his public will never see.
The image Mister Rogers projects is sincere, but it takes work to maintain. And it only helps
other people insofar as they’re able to access the truth underlying the benevolent illusion.

This gets to the heart of Heller’s approach. Time and again she and her keen-eyed DP, Jody Lee
Lipes, draw our attention to the falsity of Rogers’s world, most notably in the sections in
which Lloyd visits the WQED studios in Pittsburgh where Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood is
filmed. In one scene, the camera pulls back from within one of the show’s many miniature
models to reveal Lloyd hovering over it like a colossus. In another, a musical interlude
between Lady Aberlin (Maddie Corman) and the Rogers-performed puppet Daniel Striped
Tiger is shown from the perspective of Lloyd and the on-set crew so that we see the
machinery, such as it is, undergirding a childlike song about controlling your anger. Heller
isn’t exposing or devaluing the beliefs that are being extolled, but is showing us the place from
which they spring. It’s left to the audience, as it is to Lloyd, to assess how applicable Rogers’s
lessons are to life itself.

The narrative, of course, proceeds along exactly the redemptive and reconciliatory paths you
might expect. There are ways in which Heller can’t avoid the “movie we need right now” aura
of the script. But even in scenes where the scales tip toward mawkishness, as when a group of
subway riders serenades Mister Rogers with his own theme song, Heller makes sure to
emphasize a look or a line reading that complicates our sense of the sentimentality.

It helps that Rhys is the king of a certain world-weary expression that he’s been honing since
FX’s The Americans, and that Heller has directed Hanks so that his innate and often irritating
mildness comes off much more enigmatic than usual. When Lloyd tries to press Mister
Rogers’s buttons during one of their lengthy interviews, his eyes briefly cloud over with anger.
The moment is particularly striking because you can see that he chooses not to act on the
destructive emotion and instead take a more peaceable route.

A Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood is similarly perched on the razor’s edge of compassion
and cruelty. It’s not surprising that tenderness ultimately triumphs, but the film
acknowledges, with shrewd subtlety, that it could easily go the other way. The warmth and
humanity at the heart of this deceptively modest parable aren’t easy virtues, but hard-earned
ones.
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