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THE YEAR IN...

OBAMA ERA CINEMA

The closing stages of Barack Obama’s tenure have wi tnessed a
range of subjects being tackled and in a growing refusal to comp¥

The intoxicating feeling of national progress
felt by many over the presence of Barack
Obama as America’s first black president,
emboldened liberal-minded Almmakers

to engage with traumatic material froma
safe remove. Consider the subjects of these
backwarddooking epies: the failure of post-
civil war reconstruction in The Hateful Eight
(2015);slavery in Lincoln{2012), Diango
Unchained{2012)and 72 Yearsa Slave(2013}
the civil rights movement in Sefma(2014);

the whole shebang in Lee Daniels’s expansive

The Butler(2013), a fictionalised biopicof
Eugene Allen, the White House butler who

retired after 34 years in 1986, and was present

at Obama’s inauguration in 2009

At Sundance 2016, in the early stages
of Obara’s last year, this trend reached
its apotheosts, but felt different. Nate
Parker's The Birth of a Nationwas a spirited
reimagining of Nat Turner's slave uprising
of 1831, its title cribbed from the racist DW.
Griffith epic, which screened at the White
House in r915. Parker's film, emerging
at a time of Black Lives Matter protests
against police brutality and economic
inequality, sparked a feeding frenzy among
distributors, secured a huge deal and won
the Grand Jury prize.

Its juggernaut slowed arnid lurid
revelations about a rape allegation in

o RY&N GSLBFY

| happened in London in November.
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the director's past, and a second wave of
tukewarm reviews upon release, And yet,
though Parker originated the concept in
2009, ivsdifficult to imagine The Birthofa
Nation being realised without, in part, the
confidence and national conversations
inspired by two terms of a black president,
not to mention the palpable backlash
against him. (The same might be said for
the runaway Broadway smash hit Hamilton,

which features a cast of black and Latino

‘“Moonlight’ is a subjective look

- at a black experience, with

no hand-holding to court the

iy

Barry Jonidirs's Moonlight

¢ understand once again why those
who'd known only silent cinema

confidence within black film culture, both in the
ise on behalf of white sensibilities. By Ashiey Clark

performers playing white American
historical figures)

The closing stretich of Obama's tenure
appears to have infused black-authored
and focused work witha reflective streak
that can be seen both narratively and
aesthetically, Withits story of adriven
young black man remaking himself in anew
city, Ryan Coogler’s stirring, Philadelphia-
set Creed, released late in 2015, felt like an
elegiac riff on Obama’s political birth in
Chicago. Another clear example isBarry
Jenkins's second feature Mognlight, a Miami-
set triptych about a young gay black man.
(Iriterestingly, Jenking's debut, the gorgeous

romantic drama Medicine for Melancholy, was

released on January 30 2009, ten days after
Obama’s inauguration)

Speaking at the BFI London Film Festival
in October, Jerkins conveyed his feeling
that, consciously or not, living through the
Obama age had emboldened him to make a

film with ari uncompromisingly subjective

look at a black experience, with no hand-
holding or code-switching in order to court
the eyes (and wallets) of white audiences
it paid off: the film was a critical smash,
and drew the biggest per-screen opening
average in the US in 2016, Moonlightalso
inspired a fount of beautiful, insightful

writing, particulatly from black critics. “Did
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