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Chiara Timbone

The Representation of Queer Black Identity in Moonlight (2016)
and Surge (2019)

| am a student of media and culture analysis at the Heinrich Heine University DUs-
seldorf, and I began to compose this podcast as a work for the seminar »Borderlands:
Performative Acts Across Language, Culture and Media« at the Department of
English and American studies.

The subject | want to focus on is the representation of queer Black identity in two
fairly recent works: Barry Jenkins’ film Moonlight, which came out in the U.S. in
2016, and Jay Bernard’s poetry collection Surge, published in book form in 2019. In
this podcast, | am going to explore in what way these two works capture the com-
plexity of queer Black identities in societal contexts in which representations thereof
are rare. Additionally, | will be looking at the question of whether their approaches
are not as dissimilar as one would expect, given the difference in the chosen me-
dium—poetry and film.

It is important to mention that both works have crossed medial thresholds before
they became widely noted and highly appreciated works. The poems in Surge have
originally been composed as poems for the stage and the story of Moonlight was
originally written by playwright Tarell Alvin McCraney to be performed as a stage
play. Hence, we have two cases of medial transformations. However, | am interested
in the thresholds and boundaries that Surge and Moonlight engage with in terms of
identity constructions. More specifically, | am interested in their representation of
queer Black identity and in their engagement with the challenges queer Black people
are facing in the UK and the US.

In our culturally developed and technologically advanced world today, with so many
possibilities of identification being shared and multiplied on the internet and the re-
sulting multitude of cultural identity offers, individuals are still confronted with the
fundamental questions: Where do | belong? What is it that truly defines my identity?
And am | allowed to live every aspect of my identity openly, freely, to embrace and
be proud of the person I am?

Even though acceptance and tolerance have increased in many social and spatial
sectors, we still have not come to the point we should—by now—find ourselves at.
The recently re-inflamed Black Lives Matter movement as well as the current debate
around equality for members of LGBTQ* communities have highlighted the im-
portance of the societal discourses about inclusion and exclusion based on gender
and race. Poet and activist Jay Bernard identifies as both—queer and Black—Iliving
in a divided England. In the context of our seminar, we came across their work

28



Chiara Timbone: The Represenation of Queer Black Identity in Moonlight (2016) and Surge (2019)

Surge—a poetic exploration of Black British history and an investigation of the New
Cross Fire in London in 1981 where a birthday party ended in tragedy: thirteen
young Black people were killed in what some believe to have been a racist arson
attack.

Moonlight, on the other hand, is a US-American movie directed by Barry Jenkins,
and it first came to my attention in the context of my Bachelor Studies of Anglistics
where | had done research on the representation of LGBTQ* groups in popular cul-
ture. In a long history of pop culture where queer identities have been under- or
misrepresented, the emergence of the New Queer Cinema in the early 1990s has
brought attention to the lack of identity offers that queer people are facing. As
JoAnne C. Juett puts it in her book Coming Out to the Mainstream: »In particular,
NQC was a movement of defiance, seeking to defy a homophobic cultural past; to
openly defy cinematic convention; and, in the wake of the dreadful specter of AIDS,
to defy death itself.«!

Even though, retrospectively, the New Queer Cinema movement has come to a ra-
ther quick ending about ten years later, its long-term effects are reflected in more
recent films that are trying to renegotiate queer identity and attempt an honest
representation. Barry Jenkins” Moonlight portrays one example of this as the film
deals with the journey of the young Black boy Chiron who grows up in a housing
project in Miami. He is played by three different actors who represent him during
three stages of his life. Significant time spans have passed between these three stages
and separate the individual parts as gaps, which makes the storytelling of the film so
unique. These disconnections lead to the fact that we as the spectators are asked to
fill the gaps imaginatively and help complete the narrative. This leaves room for
fluid interpretations. Growing up, Chiron has to deal with bullies, a drug addict
mother, and his growing awareness of the fact that he is gay.

Connecting the dots at this point, it may seem hard to draw parallels between such
different media as poetry and film. However, at second glance, I discovered common
themes in Surge and Moonlight that deserve attention as they go deeper than the
obvious topic of identity formation in a hostile environment marked by anti-queer-
ness and anti-Blackness.

In their respective media, Jay Bernard and Barry Jenkins both address queer Black
identity to offer an exploration of the challenges queer and Black individuals are
facing to this day, both in Great Britain and the US.

Studying both works, | was especially fascinated by the use of imagery and discov-
ered that Moonlight and Surge share common features in this regard. Both Bernard’s
poetry and Jenkins’ film make use of the elements water and fire as symbols that
allow the audience to delve into the threats to queer Black identity and that offer
moments of revelation.
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Fire Imagery in Moonlight and Surge

In Surge, the element fire is not only literally in focus due to the catastrophes of the
New Cross Fire in 1981 and the Grenfell Tower Fire in 2017—two tragic events in
London that frame this collection of poetry. Fire is also used in a metaphorical way
as a threat to Black identity—Black identity depends upon the possibility of a nar-
rative of Black history as it is constantly being marginalized and negated.

Where does the body sit across the categorizations of national, local, and
ethnic identities if the traumas of personal and systemic violence make being
at home impossible??

Referencing Jay Bernard, the poet and scholar Sandeep Parmar argues: »The fire
becomes an existential threat beyond its historical moment, and the ephemera
lovingly preserved in the archive become an ark in the flood of time.«®

In a reading for the T.S. Eliot Prize, Jay Bernard remembers the space they found
themselves in when writing the poem »Hiss« which circles around the firefighters’
feelings when going into the house at New Cross after the flames have been extin-
guished. Jay Bernard explains that they wrote the poem right after spending some
time on the beach reflecting upon the firefighters’ descriptions of what the place had
felt like after the fire.* The respective passage in »Hiss« goes as follows:

Going in when the firefighters left / was like standing on a black beach / with
the sea suspended in the walls.

This imagery in the poem—comparing the burnt-out space to a black beach—seems
somehow paradoxical. However, it displays how thirteen lives have just been
washed away as by a crashing wave—a surge perhaps? At the same time the word
»Hiss« is marked by an onomatopoetic sound that reminds us of flames and fire
which, again, takes us back to the tragic location at New Cross and stands in contrast
to the water imagery evident in Surge.

Water Imagery

The collection’s title itself can be seen as part of the imagery of elements as it carries
the meaning of a huge wave, eventually coming down as a flood. In Surge, water
also has another connotation—namely the disappointed hopes of immigrants coming
to Great Britain from the Caribbean in the middle of the 20" century—when they
had to face racism in many forms in a country they had been taught to call their
»mother country.« The Windrush migrants, who are referenced here, and the
Windrush scandal in 2018 is another topic Jay Bernard touches upon in Surge that
stands out, and which is explored in another podcast of our series Borderlands.® But
back to water!
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In Moonlight, the imagery circles around the element of water and contrasts with the
idea of the fire as a threat to minoritarian, marginalized groups and their identity
formation. In an article for
The Atlantic, Sophie Gilbert
shows that the first scene in
which the relevance of water
as a motive emerges is the
moment when protagonist
Chiron is being taught how
to float in the sea as a young
boy. In many texts—in
Greek mythology as well as
Shakespeare or even the bi-
ble, transformational powers
are ascribed to water—it appears as a symbol of rebirth and release.’

Barry Jenkins Moonlight (2016) © Moviestore Collection Ltd.

In Moonlight, water seems to have this power, too, and it comes up as a recurring
theme in Chiron’s progress—his difficult journey towards eventual self-acceptance.
Another example of this is Chiron’s experience of his first sexual encounter on the
beach. Throughout the film he seems to explore his vulnerability and softness, fea-
tures of his true self—when he is close to water. And this is also how the movie
ends. It leaves us with a flashback of Chiron as a young boy, staring out at the ocean.

Isn’t that how it’s supposed to be? Water beats fire. The power of water that can
stand for an escape and revelation for queer Black identities, beating the threat that
comes with a fire. However, looking at this matter from another angle, water does
not only appear as this pure element that represents freedom and possibility. Espe-
cially in this context—considering Black history—it also references the transatlantic
slave trade and the resulting deaths of millions of people in the Atlantic Ocean. As
Paul Gilroy has shown in The Black Atlantic, the flipside of Black liberation in the
Atlantic world is the history of anti-Black oppression and racism.® Jay Bernard’s
Surge can therefore also be interpreted as a reminiscence and eventual recurrence of
this history. Jay Bernard alludes to this in their author’s note to Surge:

The Windrush scandal was reminiscent of right-wing calls for Black repatria-
tion. The archive became, for me, a mirror of the present, a much-needed in-
struction manual to navigate what felt like the repetition of history.®

In both Moonlight and Surge, the imagery of water and fire helps to construct the
challenges of individual experiences of inhabiting a queer Black identity and speak-
ing from a marginalized, perhaps even vilified, or stigmatized position. Could any
poet or filmmaker have come up with these works? In what follows | want to explore
how the authors’ own experiences have shaped the ways in which we, as an
audience, witness the challenges surrounding queer Black identification. So, what
do the authors say about this conundrum?
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For Jay Bernard, sexuality and gender are not—cannot—be two distinct topics. They
are connected in a way that connects all parts of society. A society in which inter-
sectionality still plays a substantial role with regard to the many levels and dimen-
sions of individual identities. To counteract such disparate treatments, the people
concerned as well as their allies seem to feel urged more and more to engage in
political acts. Namely, to push for a society in which they feel just as included as
everybody else, as Jay Bernard alludes to in an interview with Claire Armitstead for
The Guardian:

People are starting to enforce change, to stand up and say I’d like to use this
pronoun and call bullshit on a lot of the preconceptions we have around gen-
der, which isn’t this discrete thing: it’s intimately bound up with class and race
and history.°

When speaking about the author of Moonlight on the other hand, I need to specify
who | am actually referring to. The movie is based on a playscript by Tarell Alvin
McCraney, an openly gay Black playwright who has grown up in the rough neigh-
borhood of Liberty City—a housing project in Miami. As A. A. Dowd points out,
this is also neighborhood in which director Barry Jenkins grew up and the one in
which the movie is set,!* and this is one of the aspects that have brought the two
together to write the screenplay for the movie.

McCraney speaks of his original playscript as a semi-autobiographic work. Chiron’s
experiences in the story are based on McCraney’s own, as he explains in an interview
on BBC Newsnight about the story of the film:

It was based on a lot of memories. Particularly the memories of myself, my
mother and my childhood growing up in Liberty City. There’s a lot of me in
it, but there’s also a lot of Barry Jenkins in it. I think when you come to a piece
about self-discovery it is very difficult to leave yourself out. So, one of the
things | think Barry was very generous in—very brave in—was putting him-
self in the film as well.*?

Director Barry Jenkins, who does not identify as gay, significantly identifies with
Chiron in many other respects as he has explained in an interview by Andrew Pulver
for The Guardian:

| did have reservations. Can I, as a straight man, really tell this story fully—in
the way it needs to be told? But I approached this as an ally. Tarell is very
openly gay and | felt like if I preserved his voice it would at least pass the
smell test. I saw myself in Chiron in every way—except for that one aspect of
his identity. If | turned my back on him for that, it would be cowardly. I
couldn’t have lived with myself if I’d done that. So, I felt I had to become a
better man, a more secure man, to make this film. Once I got past that, I wasn’t
a straight man or a gay man. | was the man telling the story.*®
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Wrapping up my research it can be said that both Jay Bernard as well as Barry
Jenkins and Tarell Alvin McCraney have made important contributions to our un-
derstanding of queer Black identity. They have succeeded in representing complex
developments and identity processes, integrating queer and Black perspectives as a
matter of course, as part of a world of experience and as speaking positions. The
symbolism used in Surge and Moonlight offers a deeper engagement with the expe-
riences of threat and marginalization through an artistic, and yet tangible lens. After
all, not for nothing have they received massive appreciation and recognition for their
works. Both works have touched and transformed their creators: The archive has
impacted Bernard, the telling of Moonlight has impacted Jenkins. Likewise, they
have the potential to touch and transform their audiences.
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