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aboutmediaportrayals
ofBlack life,whileat the
sametimewe’re taking
ina family’s story run-
ning inparallel. Inaway,
themovie is in conversa-
tionwith itself.Asa
performer, howdoyou
approach themultiple
levels of someof those
scenes?

Forme, itwasentirely
organic.Therewasno
disparitybetweenone
side, if youwill, of the film
andanother.Theyeach
blended togetherandhad
akindof symbiotic rela-
tionship tooneanother.
Theabsurdity ofMonk’s
dual life is tied to the
ordinaryhumannessof
his family life, because it is
to somedegreebornof
thenecessity of the re-
sponsibilities to family. So
thesearenot twostories
that exist onparallel
tracks.They’re intimately
connected.And there’s a
fluidity to it thatwas
reallyplainon thepage,
and I justplayed that.

You’ve talkedabouthow
you felt apersonal con-
nection topartsof
Monk’s storybecauseof
thingsyou’vegone
throughwithyourown
family.Doyoubring that
personal stuff intoyour
performance?

First it tiedme to the
character and to the
narrativeonan intimate,
emotional level.Butwhat
I think Ididn’t realize is
the extent that itwas
working,maybe subcon-
sciously aswell. It’s beena
powerful self-reflective
experience.Less so in
workingon the film,more
sonowthat the filmhas
been releasedand I’ve
come tounderstand
throughaudience reac-
tion to itwhat itmeans for
themandalsomore so
what itmeans forme. ...
Andso I think, yes, there
wasanunderstandingof
Monk’s condition that
came frommyownexpe-
riences.

Monk is frustratedwith
questionsoverwhether
hiswork is “Black
enough.” Is that some-
thing thatalso resonated
foryou?

Over the courseofmy
life, I’vebeenconfronted
withvariousperspectives
aboutwho Iam,howI fit
inside the cultural param-
eters thatwe livewithin,
sure. I understand those
external pressuresand
those external percep-
tionsormisperceptions. I
try tobewho Iamregard-
less,myauthentic self,
which isMonk’s chal-
lenge.

I’veheardyousay that
you think the film is
funnybutyoudon’t think
it’s a comedy.What’s the
distinction foryou?

I think it’s tragedy
disguisedas comedy,
tragedymasqueradingas
comedy, in that the satire
is in response to tragic
idiocyandabsurdity that
isbetter responded to
withhumor thanpure
anger.And there is an
undercurrentof grief and
crisis inside the film that
isbornof tragic circum-
stances.Sowe’re
laughing tokeep from
crying, fromstraightout
of thegate.

HavingseenCordJeffer-
songiving interviews
andpromoting themov-
ie, didyoubaseyour
performanceofMonkat
all onCordhimself?

No.WhatdoesSammy
Davis Jr. say?Sometimes
I just gottabeme. I read
the script. I read the
novel, parts of it early on
and then later in the
process.But theprimary
sourcematerial, in some
ways,was thebookofmy
own life.And that’s fortu-
nateandunfortunate.

You’re suchaprolific
actor, youseemtoalways
beworking.Thispast
yearwith theactors
strike, did thatbecomea
time to reflect?

Thatwas timewell
used, I have to say. I
neededabit of abreak.
Andso thatwasa time for
self-reflection, abit of
decompressionand reju-
venation.

Whatdidyou learn?
Theworkcontinues.

Longastalwart sup-
portingplayer andsome-
thingof anactor’s actor,
JeffreyWright received
his firstOscarnomina-
tiononTuesday forhis
leadperformance in
“AmericanFiction.”The
filmalso receivednomina-
tions forbestpicture,
adaptedscreenplay for
writer-directorCord
Jefferson, supporting
actor forSterlingK.
Brownandoriginal score
forLauraKarpman.

Basedon the2001
novel “Erasure,” byPerci-
valEverett, the filmwon
thePeople’sChoice
Awardwhen itpremiered
inSeptemberat theTo-
ronto InternationalFilm
Festival, oftenan indica-
tor of futureOscar suc-
cess.Wrightalsowas
nominated for aGotham
Award, aGoldenGlobe, a
SpiritAwardandaSAG
Award.

In thenimble satire,
WrightplaysThelonious
“Monk”Ellison, aprofes-
sor andwriterwhohas
been toldhiswork isnot
“Blackenough.”While
he’s figuringouthowto
care forhismother (Leslie
Uggams),whohasAlzhei-
mer’sdisease, hisbeloved
sister, Lisa (TraceeEllis
Ross), diesunexpectedly
fromaheart attack.

Monkandhisbrother
Cliff (Brown)attempt to
pickup thepiecesof their
family’s life.Outof frus-
tration,Monkwrites a
bookunder thepseud-
onym“StaggR.Leigh”
thathe intendsasaparo-
dyof the literaryworld’s
depictionsofBlack life.
Instead, it’s takenat face
valueandbecomesa
runawayhit.Monk is left
todecidewhether to
reveal his true self or
maintainhismasquer-
ade.

Wrightpreviouslywon
aTony forhisperform-
ance in “Angels inAmeri-
ca” andanEmmy for the
samerole inHBO’s
adaptationof the show.
Sincehis early leading
role asartist Jean-Michel
Basquiat in1996’s
“Basquiat,” hehasgone
on to roles in the “Hunger
Games” franchise, three
of the recent JamesBond
films, the television series
“Westworld” and films
suchas “TheBatman”
andWesAnderson’s “The
FrenchDispatch”and
“AsteroidCity.”

Wright goton the
phonewithTheTimeson
Tuesdaymorning to talk
abouthisOscarnomina-
tion.Hewasathome in
Brooklynwhen thean-
nouncementsweremade
and, asheput it, “Iwas
up, butnot towatch. I
decided tokeep the televi-
sionoff and thecomputer,
just in case theremightbe
someunexpected sudden
damage to the screen
dependingon thenews.
I justwanderedaround

myhouseandkeptaneye
on thephone.”

This is your firstnomina-
tion.Whatdoes itmean
toyou?

It’s acknowledgment
frommypeersand the
academythat thework is
good. I’mparticularly
pleased that the filmwas
recognizedandCord’s
workandSterling’s and
Laura’s—andreally
everyonewhocontributed
to this film.The thing that
Ihave comeabsolutely to
adoreaboutmaking
movies is that theyare
collaborative.

I adore itwhen the
collaboration iswith
generous, smart, passion-
atepartners.That’swhat
wehadon this film.There
wasa sensewhenwewere
making it thatwemight
beon to something spe-
cial. So this acknowledg-
ment suggests thatmay-
bewewere right.

Inparticular, consider-
ingyousooftenplay
supporting roles, is it
moremeaningful toyou
that thisnominationhas
come fora leadrole?

Eitherway. If they’re
handing ’emout, I’ll take
it.AnOscar is anOscar, a
nomination is anomina-
tion.

Yousaid that the film felt
special evenasyouwere
making it.Whatwas it
about thisproject in
particular?

CordJeffersonwrotea
script adapted from
PercivalEverett’s novel
“Erasure” thatwas smart,
topical, fluent, ironic in
thebestwaysand funny.
And thatattracteda
groupof actors andacrew
thathadapassion for
helpingCord tell this
story.Aswewereworking
on the film, therewasa
growing senseamongall
of us that theworkwe
weredoing shouldbe
performedwithaddi-
tional care.Youcould
sense fromthecrewthat
therewasa fewdegrees
morepride inwhat they
weredoingand thatgrew
over the courseofproduc-
tion.

Whydoyou thinkaudi-
enceshave respondedas
stronglyas theyhave?

I thinkaudienceshave
anappetite for story-
driven films.Wehaven’t
hadasmanyasweonce
didmake it to cinemas.
Thismovie in someways
harkensback to filmsof
oneof thegoldenagesof
Americancinema, films in
the ’70s thatwereabout
characters andstoryand
done inways thatprobed
current trendsand inter-
ests in society—and ina
way thatwasbuoyant.
Our film is funny, butat
the same time, there’s a
deep threadof emotion
that runs through it.And
I thinkall of that lends it
anaccessibility and it
lends the contentof the
film, conversations
around raceand identity
and representation, a
greaterpalatability.

Asyousaid, thereare
comments in the film

JEFFREY WRIGHT
portrays writer The-
lonious “Monk” Ellison
in the cultural satire
“American Fiction.”

Jason Armond Los Angeles Times

Wright just
tries ‘to be
who I am’
Deeply respected
actor earns his first
Oscar nod for
‘American Fiction.’

By Mark Olsen

dedicating it to “every
little rez kid” and speak-
ingBlackfeet inher ac-
ceptance speech.

Born inMontanaand
raised in theBlackfeet
Nation,Gladstonemade
her filmdebut inArnaud
Desplechin’s 2013drama
“JimmyP.” andearned
IndieSpirit andGotham
Awardnominations for
her turn inKellyRe-
ichardt’s 2016drama
“CertainWomen.”

“This is for every little
rez kid, every little urban
kid, every littleNative kid
out therewhohasa
dream,who is seeing
themselves represented
andour stories toldby
ourselves in our own
words,with tremendous
allies and tremendous
trustwith and fromeach
other,”Gladstone said in
theirGoldenGlobes
acceptance speech, ac-
knowledging thehistoric
win.

Three Indigenous
womenhavepreviously
beennominated for the
AcademyAward for lead
actress:MerleOberon in
1936 for “TheDarkAn-

gel,”KeishaCastle-
Hughes in 2003 for
“WhaleRider” and
YalitzaAparicio in 2019
for “Roma.”

Two Indigenousmen,
“LittleBigMan” star
ChiefDanGeorge in1971
and “DancesWith
Wolves” starGraham
Greene in1991,were
nominated in the sup-
porting actor category.

One Indigenousper-
former, “Hawaii” star
JocelyneLaGarde,was
nominated for support-
ing actress in1967.No
Indigenousactorhas yet
won theOscar in any
category.

The 2024Academy
Awardswill beheld
March10at theDolby
Theatre inHollywood
with JimmyKimmel
returningashost.

WithTuesday’s his-
toric leadactressAcade-
myAwardnomination,
LilyGladstone is one step
closer tonotchinga sig-
nificantwinonOscars
night for herperformance
inMartinScorsese’s
“Killers of theFlower
Moon.”

Gladstone,who is of
Siksikaitsitapi andNii-
miipuuheritage, is the
firstNativeAmerican
actress tobenominated
for anOscar, and the
fourth Indigenousac-
tress to earnanomina-
tion in the category.

“Killers” composer
RobbieRobertson,who
died inAugust, alsobe-
came the first Indigenous
person tobenominated
for original score. “Kill-
ers”wasnominated for a
total of10Oscars, includ-
ingbest picture, director,
supporting actor, cine-
matography, editing,
productiondesign, song
andcostume.

Gladstoneportrays
real-life figureMollieKyle
oppositeLeonardoDi-
Caprio andRobertDe
Niro in the1920sOkla-
homa-set crimedrama,
about themurders of
Osage tribemembers
committedbywhitemen
to steal oil rights.

Earlier thismonth,
GladstonemadeGolden
Globeshistorybybecom-
ing the first Indigenous
person towin theaward
for female actor in amo-
tionpicture—drama,

‘Killers’ canmake
Indigenous history

LILY GLADSTONE,
seen at the Cannes
Film Festival last May,
is the first Native
American actress to
be Oscar-nominated.

Vianney Le Caer Invision / Associated Press

Native American
star Lily Gladstone,
composer Robbie
Robertson lauded.

By Jen Yamato
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