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AT THE MOVIES

REVIEW .

[n short, exploring the big questions

BYROBERT ABELE '

The Oscar-nominated
shorts may have smaller run-
ning times, but the themes
tackled are often big.

Of the live-action fllms,
three explicitly dramatize
real-life terror threats. Kevin
wilson Jr.'s dread-filled “My
Nephew Emmett” — already
a student Academy Award
winner — follows the night
in 1955 that Moses Wright (a
heartbreaking L.B. Williams)
lived through the abduction
of his 14-year-old nephew
Emmett Till by crazed rac-
ists. A continent away, Katja
Benrath's “Watu Wote/All of
Us” depicts Kenya's simmer-
ing .distrust between Mus-
lims and Christians as a
bridgeable divide when the
danger isexistential.

Reed Van Dyk's natural-
istie standout “DeKalb Ele-
mentary,” meanwhile, pains-
takingly unfolds via tight
framing and real-time edit-
ing an exchange between a
single mother/temp secre-
tary (Tarra Riggs, magnifi-
cent) and an armed, discon-
tent interloper (Bo Mitchel).
Inspired by a 911 call about
an Atlanta school shooting,
it's an unspooling marvel
about the gift of empathy.

Communication is also
central to the bittersweet
emotions behind Chris Over-
ton’s effortlessly heart-tug-
ging “The Silent Child,”
about a neglected deaf 5-
year-old in-a hearing, non-
signing family, and the uphill
battle for a social worker
(deaf advocate Rachel Shen-
ton, who glso wrote it) in
drawing her out. Talking Is
no cure, however, for the du-
eling psychiatrists in this
batch’s only comedy, Derin
Seale’s Pythonesque confec-
tion“The Eleven O'Clock.”

~Humor with sentiment
uspally rules the animated
category, but this year, that’s
exemplified only by Pixar's
“Lou,” directed by Dave
Mullins, which inventively
imagines a schoolyard-bully
problem solved by a crate full
of lost and found items. A
nastier wit pervades two oth-
ers: the Roald Dahl adapt-
ation “Revolting Rhymes,”
from filmmakers Jakob
Schuh and Jan Lachauer,
which turns the happy-end-
ing plight of classic fairy tale
characters (voiced by nota-
ble British actors from Domi-
nic West to Rose Leslie) into
aniinterlocking farce of crime
and vengeance; and the rav-
ishingly CG-textured, word-
less, six-director French en-
try“Garden Party,” whereby
a Twrecked, bullet-riddled
mansion hosts a gathering
ofeurious amphibians.

IMore delicately touching
is the stop-motion “Negative
Spdte” from Max Porter and
Ru Kuwahata, which finds
fapeiful grace in a grieving
man's memories about his
father's relationship to, and
lessons in, suitcase-packing.
On the heavy-handed end

lies the Kobe Bryant-written
and nairrated “Dear Basket-
ball,” directed by Glen Keane,
a predictably soaring,
sketch-animated reverle to
boyhood dreams and career
glory — scored by John
Willlams, no less — that
thinks it's a slam dunk when
it's a missed three-pointer.
The strong documentary
nominees suggest that the
world’s cruelties have tough
adversaries in kindness,
caring and dedication. In
Cleveland, ex-cons can learn
French cooking and restau-
rant management through a
training-to-work  program
depicted in Thomas Len-
non's “Knife Skills,” set at
a French fine-dining estab-

In the grim-yet-stirring
“Heroin(e),” filmmaker
Elaine McMillion Sheldon
tackles the opiold epidemic
in her overdose-devastated
home state of West Virginia
by chronicling the tireless
frontline efforts of three
tough, sympathetic women:
a fire chief who races from
emergency Lo emergency, a
firm-but-friendly drug court
Judge and a charity-driven
lady who brings food to ad-
dicted prostitutes.

TlIness and infirmity color
two emotional tales. In “Ed-
ith+Eddie,” director Laura
Checkoway introduces us
tointerracial nonagenarians
in love, whose late-in-life
companionship is threat-
ened by animpatient daugh-
ter and a callously applied
guardianship. Frank Stiefel's
“Heaven Is a Traffic Jam
onthe405” offers anintensely
moving portrait of 56-year-
old Angeleno artist Mindy
Alper, whose life is an on-
going struggle to balance de-
pression and often debilitat-
ing mental disorder — in-
cluding a decade without
speaking — with arich talent
(for drawing and sculpture)
that thrillingly connects her
soul to the world.

And ultimately, these
docs ask, what is it that de-
fines us? Things beyond our
control, our pasts, or what
we make of them? Kate
Davis’ “Traffic Stop” toggles
between dashcam footage of
an upstanding 26-year-old
Austin, Texas, schoolteach-
er’'s terrifying experience
with racist cops and her life
since as she tries to not let it
derail her from hard-won, ev-
eryday achievement and joy.
“Tralffic Stop” is a slice-of-life
corrective to unwarranted in-
ternet notoriety, and like the
best of these shorts, a com-
passionate inquiry into oth-
ers, the movie equivalent of

lishment staffed by the newly g concerned “How are you?
released. Tell me what happened.”
www. rosamundfelsen. com

ShortsTV
“HEAVEN Is a Traffic Jam on the 405" focuses on
artist Mindy Alper, connecting her soul to the world.
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