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This gentle coming-of-age drama, the eighth feature 
directed by actor-director George Clooney, is based 
on former Los Angeles Times reporter and Pullitzer 
prize-winner, J R Moehringer’s recollections of grow-
ing up in the 1980s on Long Island, New York. His 
memoir, originally published in 2005, has been loosely 
adapted by Academy award-winner, William Monahan 
(The Departed), and centres on Moehringer’s early 
dream of being a writer and how the influence of his 
blue-collar, philosophical barkeeper uncle helps to 

turn this childhood dream into a reality. As you would expect with this writing pedigree, The 
Tender Bar is an astute and warm-hearted observation of family life, populated with  
eccentric and charismatic characters. 

The film is split into two stages – the initial focus is on the arrival of the young JR (a  
revelatory performance by Daniel Ranieri), with his newly-divorced mother (Lily Rabe), at 
the dilapidated home of his grandparents. JR is portrayed as essentially a fatherless boy, 
but sanctuary and an assortment of quirky and demonstrative father figures are offered in 
the warm glow of the local bar where the bartender, his Uncle Charlie (Ben Affleck), is the 
most colourful of all and encourages JR’s love of books and writing. His mother is  
determined to provide her young son with opportunities denied to her and her drive to 
make sure he goes to college and make something of his life acts as a counterpoint to the 
romantic influence of JR’s charismatic but underachieving uncle. Clooney offers sensual 
vignettes of a chaotic and noisy family life, underscored by a nostalgic 1970s soundtrack. 

Tye Sheridan takes over and adds an adolescent swagger as the older JR as he goes 
through college, studying law, drinking, dating and works through his relationship with his 
first love, Sidney (Briana Middleton). The ensuing heartbreak allows Clooney to explore 
how these experiences form JR’s sense of self and his appreciation of his family as a  
guiding and supporting influence. As he ages, he also begins to question who exactly he 
wants to be and his love of telling stories leads him to life as a journalist and writer. His  
final career choice reinforces the influence of his charismatic uncle and also the fact that 
this is really Affleck’s movie. His charm and world-weariness serve to make him credible as 
a well-read, intelligent guy and also make you believe that Affleck is perhaps an underrated 
actor and that his vivid, effortlessly scene-stealing performance in this film is worthy of the 
award nomination it has already garnered. 

 

REVIEWS 

It’s a film about daddy issues and father figures, filled with things that are rites of passage in life — 
that first alcoholic drink, job interviews … it’s a well-played, welcome reminder that modern movies 
can be human-sized too … The film benefits from Clooney’s obvious affection for his characters. 
He wants to hang out with them, and you will too. 

Ian Freer, Empire 



The engaging and nostalgic coming-of-age drama “The Tender Bar,” adapted with a bit of freedom 
by William Monahan (The Departed) from the 2005 memoir by former Los Angeles Times reporter 
J.R. Moehringer, is a small story with a huge heart, one that should leave all but the most jaded 
viewers with more than a few well-earned lumps in their throats. Lovingly directed by George 
Clooney, the film, set in the early 1970s and the late ’80s, may prove more memorable as a collec-
tion of beautifully scripted and performed scenes than as some conflict-heavy, propulsively plotted 
tale of rising above one’s circumstances. The picture takes a decidedly gentle, loose-limbed ap-
proach that finds its own rhythm and style as it goes, aided by smartly evocative production and 
costume design, an enjoyably familiar soundtrack of period hits (“Radar Love,” anyone?) and an un-
wavering affection for all things literary.  

Gary Goldstein, Los Angeles Times 

Class insecurities are real, as anyone who’s suffered them knows. But even if The Tender Bar is 
generally a sweet, affectionate film, it deflates whenever J.R. isn’t in Manhasset—because that 
means there’s no Ben Affleck. Clooney is a thoughtful, sophisticated filmmaker, yet there’s never 
anything pretentious about his movies; they always come off as having been made by a real person.  

Stephanie Zacharek, Time 

Film Facts 

This is the 2nd collaboration between Ben Affleck and George Clooney. They both served as 
producers for the movie Argo (2012), which won the Best Picture Oscar in the 2013 Academy 
Awards.  

George Clooney began his career as a journalist, following in the steps of his famous father, Nick 
Clooney. 

After retired tennis star Andre Agassi read The Tender Bar, he asked its author, J R Moehringer, 
to collaborate with him on his own memoir. The resulting book, which was titled Open: An 
Autobiography, was published in 2009. In 2021, it was announced that Moehringer had been 
chosen by Prince Harry, Duke of Sussex, to co-write his autobiography, which is due to be 
published in late 2022.  
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