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																					Civil rights history through the butler’s eyes

			
				By Robert Horton Herald Movie Critic
	Thursday, August 15, 2013 8:28am
	LifeGo-See-Do


							
	
	
	
	


		
				
		Robin Williams as President Eisenhower? Even those inclined to root for “The Butler” might feel their goodwill wobbling as this historical saga hits its first casting iceberg.

In fact, this ambitious film is littered with potential disasters, from its long timespan to its hot-button subject matter to its stunt casting. The wonder is that “Lee Daniels’ The Butler” — yeah, the full title is another issue — stays on course as well as it does.

If it doesn’t really transcend its TV-movie trappings, “The Butler” does hit its share of emotional targets. Even some of the showier cameos by famous actors produce effective moments.







The center of the film is held down by Oscar-winner Forest Whitaker, in a fictionalized role inspired by an actual White House butler who served presidents for more than 30 years. Whitaker’s character is called Cecil Gaines; he loses his sharecropper father at a young age and goes into a life of domestic service, moving up from hotel work to a job in the White House in the early 1950s.

As the decades tick by and various presidents wrestle with issues of civil rights in the U.S., Cecil maintains the dignified, don’t-rock-the-boat demeanor he learned from his elders. This rubs his eldest son (David Oyelowo) the wrong way, especially as the ’60s usher in a new era of protest.




Director Lee Daniels — on his best behavior here after the outrageous “Paperboy” — and screenwriter Danny Strong present those opposing arguments, with particular emphasis on not second-guessing Cecil and his practical approach to survival. Some of the domestic scenes are mildly distracting if only for the presence of Oprah Winfrey as Cecil’s wife — but it should be said that Oprah gives a nicely detailed, true-in-the-bone performance (her first big feature role since “Beloved” in 1998).

Elsewhere, while Robin Williams is a jarring note, we get rather intriguing performances by John Cusack as Richard Nixon (especially in a well-written scene involving Vice President Nixon slinking into the White House kitchen to drum up support for his 1960 campaign) and Alan Rickman as Ronald Reagan.

Liev Schreiber stomps around as Lyndon Johnson and James Marsden lays on the toothy smile as John Kennedy.




The use of guest stars only highlights the TV-like approach to history, and somehow reminds us that we’re not watching a movie, we’re watching something that’s good for us.

The civil-rights history recounted in “The Butler” is indeed stirring, and that lesson gets through even with the bumps in the storytelling — even with Robin Williams as Ike.

“Lee Daniels’ The Butler” (2½ stars)

This sincere effort to recount U.S. civil-rights history through the character of a long-serving White House butler (Forest Whitaker) has its share of storytelling bumps, although the lesson does get through. The casting (Oprah Winfrey as the butler’s wife, John Cusack as Richard Nixon) adds to the sense of a TV series with guest stars, but eventually the generational conflict takes center stage and wins out.

Rating: PG-13, for subject matter

Showing: Alderwood Mall, Cinebarre, Everett Stadium, Monroe, Marysville, Stanwood, Sunday, Thornton Place, Woodinville, Cascade.
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		More in Life

		[image: Jimmer DeGroot stands along the line of weber grills in his front yard on Sunday, March 31, 2024, in Grotto, Washington. (Ryan Berry / The Herald)][image: Jimmer DeGroot stands along the line of weber grills in his front yard on Sunday, March 31, 2024, in Grotto, Washington. (Ryan Berry / The Herald)]
  Why are there 24 Weber grills lined up on the highway to Stevens Pass?
Just ask Jimmer De Groot. He expresses his love of grills through his art. And it’s now a bit of an obsession.



[image: Tiny percebes – barnacles – are a local specialty in northwest Spain. (Rick Steves)][image: Tiny percebes – barnacles – are a local specialty in northwest Spain. (Rick Steves)]
  Saints and sustenance in Spain’s Santiago de Compostela
Rick Steves always has a three-part agenda here: See pilgrims in front of the cathedral, buy some barnacles at the market, and have them cooked for him.



[image: Brandon Hailey of Cytrus, center, plays the saxophone during a headlining show at Madam Lou’s on Friday, Dec. 29, 2023 in Seattle, Washington. (Olivia Vanni / The Herald)][image: Brandon Hailey of Cytrus, center, plays the saxophone during a headlining show at Madam Lou’s on Friday, Dec. 29, 2023 in Seattle, Washington. (Olivia Vanni / The Herald)]
  Lynnwood-based funk octet Cytrus has the juice
Resilience and brotherhood take center stage with ‘friends-first’ band.




 The importance of finding hope and inspiration
The return of spring spurs toughts of of rebirth, even after a dark and dreary winter.



[image: FILE - In this April 11, 2014 file photo, Neko Case performs at the Coachella Music and Arts Festival in Indio, Calif. Fire investigators are looking for the cause of a fire on Monday, Sept. 18, 2017, that heavily damaged Case’s 225-year-old Vermont home. There were no injuries, though a barn was destroyed. It took firefighters two hours to extinguish the blaze. (Photo by Scott Roth/Invision/AP, File)][image: FILE - In this April 11, 2014 file photo, Neko Case performs at the Coachella Music and Arts Festival in Indio, Calif. Fire investigators are looking for the cause of a fire on Monday, Sept. 18, 2017, that heavily damaged Case’s 225-year-old Vermont home. There were no injuries, though a barn was destroyed. It took firefighters two hours to extinguish the blaze. (Photo by Scott Roth/Invision/AP, File)]
  Music, theater and more: What’s happening in Snohomish County
Singer-songwriter Neko Case, an indie music icon from Tacoma, performs Sunday in Edmonds.



[image: chris elliott.][image: chris elliott.]
  United Airlines canceled his flight, so why can’t he get a refund?
When United Airlines cancels the last leg of Andy Wilson’s flight to Iceland, he must buy a new ticket. The airline blames a “desynchronization,” but will it cover his extra costs?




[image: The Moonlight Swing Orchestra will play classic sounds of the Big Band Era on April 21 in Everett. (submitted photo)][image: The Moonlight Swing Orchestra will play classic sounds of the Big Band Era on April 21 in Everett. (submitted photo)]
  Music, theater and more: What’s happening in Snohomish County
Relive the Big Band Era at the Port Gardner Music Society’s final concert of the season in Everett.



[image: Would you want to give something as elaborate as this a name as mundane as �bread box�? A French Provincial piece practically demands the French name panetiere.][image: Would you want to give something as elaborate as this a name as mundane as �bread box�? A French Provincial piece practically demands the French name panetiere.]
  A panetiere isn’t your modern bread box. It’s a treasure of French culture
This elaborately carved French antique may be old, but it’s still capable of keeping its leavened contents perfectly fresh.



[image: (Judy Newton / Great Plant Picks)][image: (Judy Newton / Great Plant Picks)]
  Great Plant Pick: Mouse plant
What: Arisarum proboscideum, also known as mouse plant, is an herbaceous woodland… Continue reading



[image: Bright green Japanese maple leaves are illuminated by spring sunlight. (Getty Images)][image: Bright green Japanese maple leaves are illuminated by spring sunlight. (Getty Images)]
  Confessions of a ‘plantophile’: I’m a bit of a junky for Japanese maples
In fact, my addiction to these glorious, all-season specimens seems to be contagious. Fortunately, there’s no known cure.



[image: The 2024 Dodge Hornet R/T hybrid’s face has the twin red lines signifying the brand’s focus on performance. (Dodge)][image: The 2024 Dodge Hornet R/T hybrid’s face has the twin red lines signifying the brand’s focus on performance. (Dodge)]
  2024 Hornet R/T is first electrified performance vehicle from Dodge
The all-new compact SUV travels 32 miles on pure electric power, and up to 360 miles in hybrid mode.



[image: 2024 Hyundai IONIQ 6 Limited (Hyundai)][image: 2024 Hyundai IONIQ 6 Limited (Hyundai)]
  2024 Hyundai IONIQ 6 Limited
The 2024 Hyundai IONIQ 6 Limited is a sporty, all-electric, all-wheel drive sedan that will quickly win your heart.






			






	
		Support local journalism

		If you value local news, make a gift now to support the trusted journalism you get in The Daily Herald. Donations processed in this system are not tax deductible.
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