THE SPEECH I NEVER GAVE

It’s Sunday, March 15. The projection on the gold wall reads four minutes and 15 seconds before air-time. The Dolby
Theater in Los Angeles holds 3,400 people; it’s filled, and half the people are still milling around: gossiping in the
aisles, hugging, checking their phones. Lynn and I are seated in Row M, seats 1 and 2. We’re in the last row of the
orchestra, near a quarrelsome cameraman who has forced Lynn to march around the entire center section rather than
cross in front of his equipment.

“I’m a nominee!” I insist.
“Sorry, sir, ’'m not permitted to allow anyone to touch the equipment.”
“We’re not touching the equipment.”

After a long circular detour we’re eventually seated. Now Lynn is threatening the cameraman. “I’m filing a formal
complaint.”

“I never raised my voice, ma’am. Or used inappropriate language.”
“You’re saying that a piece of equipment is more important than a human being.”
“I’m not permitted to allow anyone—"

What I hadn’t realized from watching the Oscars at home was how the entire show was staged for television.
Cameramen wearing elaborate Steadicam rigs roamed the aisles and even the stage during the broadcast. They often
blocked the audience’s view—and the musical numbers were completely obscured to the theater audience by cables
and cameramen. The stage was massive—you could have performed the chariot scene from Ben Hur on it—and when
Conan O’Brien did his comic bits he was, to the audience in the Dolby Theater, a tiny figure who could barely be
heard standing on the far right of the proscenium. On the gigantic television monitors on both the side walls, it all
looked intimate and alive (and audible.) From Row M, seat 1, it was a distant, gold-hued pantomime.

But what was all around me was interesting enough. The woman across the aisle wore a dress constructed entirely
from safety pins, and it stuck out around her like a swimming pool float. For her to descend into her seat took a full
three minutes of folding her dress as if it were an origami swan. Two rows in front of me sat Will Tracy, the writer of
Bugonia; he’d been nominated for Best Adapted Screenplay. I’d met him once before—he’s from Lambertville, NJ—
but I never got the chance to speak a word with him the night of the Oscars. His bearing during the show (and that of
his wife) suggested he held little hope of winning. I had little hope of winning as well. At the nominees’ luncheon,
weeks earlier, the co-president of Sony Pictures Classics had said to me: “No one is going to vote for the foreign films,
Robert, so you have a real chance unless Sinners sweeps everything.” His words felt like the cold voice of reality as
the entire Sinners cast and crew—who sat about 20 rows in front of me—screamed and roared whenever even the title
of their film was mentioned. This was going to be a tough wind to steer against.

When Lynn got up to leave for the bathroom (twice), the Academy immediately assigned a stand-in to fill her seat—
first, a middle-aged man; second, a woman in her twenties. The idea (apparently) was that during the telecast no empty
seat would ever be visible to the millions watching.



The Academy actually asserted that a billion people were watching—an assertion that felt embarrassing to me. This
was worth the attention of a billion people?

I can report, with a certain dodgy pride, that I never went to the bathroom once during the broadcast—fearing I might
miss my own award—and that silver-haired Steven Spielberg (on the aisle to my right) also never left his seat either.
(We both received honorary awards for Best Supporting Bladder.) Spielberg was there as one of the producers of
Hamnet. His film would lose every major award except Best Actress—and I watched him applaud respectfully as
Sinners (scream!) and One Battle After Another walked off with their armfuls of statuettes.

And yet I kept rehearsing the words I might say if, somehow, I actually won. I had deliberately written nothing down;
I liked the idea of flying blind. I also knew that I was allergic to winners crying uncontrollably. And I didn’t like
winners thanking God. (I felt God had significantly more compelling things to be watching than the Oscars.)

So I continued running the words of an acceptance speech through my head as the Asian women from K-pop Demon
Hunters took to the stage in their matching white gowns.

“First, I would like to thank the universe for still allowing the possibility of a few benevolent surprises. And I am
grateful and heartened by the Academy’s willingness to offer its attention to a small personal movie like Blue Moon.
As my father Jerome would have said in Yiddish: ashainem daink. (Thank you.) Thanks to my partner Lynn Lauber.
Thanks also to Michael Barker of Sony Pictures Classics who believed in this film, and in me, from the beginning.
Thanks to producers John Sloss and Mike Blizzard. And, most fundamentally, I share this award with my two brothers
in audacity, Richard Linklater and Ethan Hawke. I call them brothers in audacity because all three of us are still a little
‘awed’ and still a little ‘acidy.” Ashainem daink.”

I thought I could pull off these words without crying. But, suddenly, even as I imagined actually walking down the
aisle towards that stage (Spielberg clapping respectfully), I felt my eyes well up with tears. Already I was crying—
and I knew, with complete certainty, that if I actually won I would dissolve into helpless tears on that stage—
embarrassing myself before a billion people.

Lynn could tell that I was crying. “Are you all right?” She thought I was crying over the In Memoriam montage. “I
don’t think I could do a speech,” I said. “I actually hope I don’t win.” She took my hand and squeezed it.

And when the Best Original Screenplay award went to Sinners (scream!), 1 felt no regret.

We stayed until Ethan Hawke lost for Best Actor. During the commercial break, I walked down to the first row where
he was sitting.

“We both really won,” Hawke said. And he meant it.

We met up with the Hawkes later that night at Cavatina, the restaurant in the Sunset Marquis hotel where we all were
staying. Lynn and I were sharing a dessert when I heard a loud voice behind me saying, “There’s no way that the
screenplay for Blue Moon should have lost. No way.” Of course, it was Ethan, now wearing a black t-shirt. He and his
wife Ryan pulled up chairs at our table and we shared some laughs at the whole crazy show. A little awed and a little
acidy.

Ethan said, “Robert, an actor waits his whole life for a part like this.”



He hugged me as we stood to leave—and, for me, that moment was the most memorable, most meaningful, most
enduring of the entire weekend.



