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Wright just
tries ‘to be
who I am’

Deeply respected
actor earns his first
Oscar nod for
‘American Fiction.’

By MARK OLSEN

Long a stalwart sup-
porting player and some-
thing of an actor’s actor,
Jeffrey Wright received
his first Oscar nomina-
tion on Tuesday for his
lead performance in
“American Fiction.” The
film also received nomina-
tions for best picture,
adapted screenplay for
writer-director Cord
Jefferson, supporting
actor for Sterling K.
Brown and original score
for Laura Karpman.

Based on the 2001
novel “Erasure,” by Perci-
val Everett, the film won
the People’s Choice
Award when it premiered
in September at the To-
ronto International Film
Festival, often an indica-
tor of future Oscar suc-
cess. Wright also was
nominated for a Gotham
Award, a Golden Globe, a
Spirit Award and a SAG
Award.

In the nimble satire,
Wright plays Thelonious
“Monk” Ellison, a profes-
sor and writer who has
been told his work is not
“Black enough.” While
he’s figuring out how to
care for his mother (Leslie
Uggams), who has Alzhei-
mer’s disease, his beloved
sister, Lisa (Tracee Ellis
Ross), dies unexpectedly
from a heart attack.

Monk and his brother
CIliff (Brown) attempt to
pick up the pieces of their
family’s life. Out of frus-
tration, Monk writes a
book under the pseud-
onym “Stagg R. Leigh”
that he intends as a paro-
dy of the literary world’s
depictions of Black life.
Instead, it’s taken at face
value and becomes a
runaway hit. Monk is left
to decide whether to
reveal his true selfor
maintain his masquer-
ade.

Wright previously won
a Tony for his perform-
ance in “Angels in Ameri-
ca” and an Emmy for the
samerolein HBO’s
adaptation of the show.
Since his early leading
role as artist Jean-Michel
Basquiat in 1996’s
“Basquiat,” he has gone
ontorolesinthe “Hunger
Games” franchise, three
of the recent James Bond
films, the television series
“Westworld” and films
such as “The Batman”
and Wes Anderson’s “The
French Dispatch” and
“Asteroid City.”

Wright got on the
phone with The Times on
Tuesday morning to talk
about his Oscar nomina-
tion. He was at home in
Brooklyn when the an-
nouncements were made
and, as he putit, “Iwas
up, but not to watch. I
decided to keep the televi-
sion off and the computer,
justin case there might be
some unexpected sudden
damage to the screen
depending on the news.
Ijust wandered around

my house and kept an eye
onthe phone.”

This is your first nomina-
tion. What does it mean
toyou?

It’s acknowledgment
from my peers and the
academy that the work is
good. I'm particularly
pleased that the film was
recognized and Cord’s
work and Sterling’s and
Laura’s — and really
everyone who contributed
to this film. The thing that
Ihave come absolutely to
adore about making
movies is that they are
collaborative.

Iadoreit whenthe
collaboration is with
generous, smart, passion-
ate partners. That’s what
we had on this film. There
was a sense when we were
making it that we might
be on to something spe-
cial. So this acknowledg-
ment suggests that may-
be we were right.

In particular, consider-
ing you so often play
supportingroles, is it
more meaningful to you
that this nomination has
come for alead role?

Either way. If they’re
handing’em out, I'll take
it. An Oscaris an Oscar, a
nomination is a nomina-
tion.

You said that the film felt
special even as you were
making it. What was it
about this project in
particular?

Cord Jefferson wrote a
script adapted from
Percival Everett’s novel
“Erasure” that was smart,
topical, fluent, ironic in
the best ways and funny.
And that attracted a
group of actors and a crew
that had a passion for
helping Cord tell this
story. As we were working
on the film, there was a
growing sense among all
ofus that the work we
were doing should be
performed with addi-
tional care. You could
sense from the crew that
there was a few degrees
more pride in what they
were doing and that grew
over the course of produc-
tion.

Why do you think audi-
ences have responded as
strongly as they have?
Ithink audiences have
an appetite for story-
driven films. We haven’t
had as many as we once
did make it to cinemas.
This movie in some ways
harkens back to films of
one of the golden ages of
American cinema, films in
the ’70s that were about
characters and story and
done in ways that probed
current trends and inter-
estsinsociety —andina
way that was buoyant.
Our film is funny, but at
the same time, there’sa
deep thread of emotion
that runs through it. And
Ithink all of that lends it
an accessibility and it
lends the content of the
film, conversations
around race and identity
and representation, a
greater palatability.

Asyou said, there are
comments in the film

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

about media portrayals
of Black life, while at the
same time we’re taking
in a family’s story run-
ning in parallel. In a way,
the movie is in conversa-
tionwith itself. Asa
performer, how do you
approach the multiple
levels of some of those
scenes?

For me, it was entirely
organic. There was no
disparity between one
side, ifyou will, of the film
and another. They each
blended together and had
akind of symbiotic rela-
tionship to one another.
The absurdity of Monk’s
duallife is tied to the
ordinary humanness of
his family life, because it is
to some degree born of
the necessity of the re-
sponsibilities to family. So
these are not two stories
that exist on parallel
tracks. They’re intimately
connected. And there’s a
fluidity to it that was
really plain on the page,
and I just played that.

You’ve talked about how
you felt a personal con-
nection to parts of
Monk’s story because of
things you’ve gone
through with your own
family. Do you bring that
personal stuff into your
performance?

First it tied me to the
character and to the
narrative on an intimate,
emotional level. But what
Ithink Ididn’t realize is
the extent that it was
working, maybe subcon-
sciously as well. It’s been a
powerful self-reflective
experience. Less soin
working on the film, more
so now that the film has
beenreleased and I've
come to understand
through audience reac-
tion to it what it means for
them and also more so
what it means forme. ...
And soIthink, yes, there
was an understanding of
Monk’s condition that
came from my own expe-
riences.

Monk is frustrated with
questions over whether
his work is “Black
enough.” Is that some-
thing that also resonated
for you?

Over the course of my
life, I've been confronted
with various perspectives
about whoIam, howI fit
inside the cultural param-
eters that we live within,
sure. Iunderstand those
external pressures and
those external percep-
tions or misperceptions. I
try to be who I amregard-
less, my authentic self,
which is Monk’s chal-
lenge.

I’ve heard you say that
you think the film is
funny but you don’t think
it’s a comedy. What’s the
distinction for you?

Ithinkit’s tragedy
disguised as comedy,
tragedy masquerading as
comedy, in that the satire
isinresponse to tragic
idiocy and absurdity that
isbetter responded to
with humor than pure
anger. And thereis an
undercurrent of grief and
crisis inside the film that
isborn of tragic circum-
stances. Sowe’re
laughing to keep from
crying, from straight out
ofthe gate.

Having seen Cord Jeffer-
son giving interviews
and promoting the mov-
ie, did you base your
performance of Monk at
all on Cord himself?

No. What does Sammy
Davis Jr. say? Sometimes
Ijust gottabe me.Iread
the script. Iread the
novel, parts of it early on
and thenlaterinthe
process. But the primary
source material, in some
ways, was the book of my
own life. And that’s fortu-
nate and unfortunate.

You’re such a prolific
actor, you seem to always
be working. This past
year with the actors
strike, did that become a
time toreflect?

That was time well
used, I have to say.I
needed a bit of a break.
And so that was a time for
self-reflection, a bit of
decompression and reju-
venation.

What did you learn?
The work continues.

‘Killers’ can make

Indigenous history

Native American
star Lily Gladstone,
composer Robbie
Robertson lauded.

By JEN YAMATO

With Tuesday’s his-
toriclead actress Acade-
my Award nomination,
Lily Gladstone is one step
closer to notching a sig-
nificant win on Oscars
night for her performance
in Martin Scorsese’s
“Killers of the Flower
Moon.”

Gladstone, whois of
Siksikaitsitapi and Nii-
miipuu heritage, is the
first Native American
actress to be nominated
for an Oscar, and the
fourth Indigenous ac-
tress to earn anomina-
tionin the category.

“Killers” composer
Robbie Robertson, who
died in August, also be-
came the first Indigenous
person to be nominated
for original score. “Kill-
ers” was nominated for a
total of 10 Oscars, includ-
ing best picture, director,
supporting actor, cine-
matography, editing,
production design, song
and costume.

Gladstone portrays
real-life figure Mollie Kyle
opposite Leonardo Di-
Caprio and Robert De
Niro in the 1920s Okla-
homa-set crime drama,
about the murders of
Osage tribe members
committed by white men
to steal oil rights.

Earlier this month,
Gladstone made Golden
Globes history by becom-
ing the first Indigenous
person to win the award
for female actorin a mo-
tion picture — drama,

VIANNEY LE CAER Invision / Associated Press

dedicatingit to “every
little rezkid” and speak-
ing Blackfeet in her ac-
ceptance speech.

Bornin Montana and
raised in the Blackfeet
Nation, Gladstone made
her film debut in Arnaud
Desplechin’s 2013 drama
“‘Jimmy P.” and earned
Indie Spirit and Gotham
Award nominations for
her turn in Kelly Re-
ichardt’s 2016 drama
“Certain Women.”

“Thisis for every little
rezKid, every little urban
kid, every little Native kid
out there who hasa
dream, whois seeing
themselves represented
and our stories told by
ourselves in our own
words, with tremendous
allies and tremendous
trust with and from each
other,” Gladstone said in
their Golden Globes
acceptance speech, ac-
knowledging the historic
win.

Three Indigenous
women have previously
been nominated for the
Academy Award forlead
actress: Merle Oberon in
1936 for “The Dark An-

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

gel,” Keisha Castle-
Hughes in 2003 for
“Whale Rider” and
Yalitza Aparicio in 2019
for “Roma.”

Two Indigenous men,
“Little Big Man” star
Chief Dan George in 1971
and “Dances With
Wolves” star Graham
Greenein 1991, were
nominated in the sup-
porting actor category.

One Indigenous per-
former, “Hawaii” star
Jocelyne LaGarde, was
nominated for support-
ing actressin 1967. No
Indigenous actor has yet
won the Oscar in any
category.

The 2024 Academy
Awards will be held
March 10 at the Dolby
Theatre in Hollywood
with Jimmy Kimmel
returning as host.
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