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INTRODUCTION



My obsession with the Oscars began in 1985, when I first happened upon the ceremony on television as an eleven-year-old. I remember seeing Haing S. Ngor win Best Supporting Actor for The Killing Fields and wondering, Who is this interesting man? (Years later I would learn more about him.) I also remember witnessing The Times of Harvey Milk being announced as the winner of Best Documentary Feature and saying to myself, “There’s a man called Milk?” (Again, in the future that name would mean much more to me.) And I remember watching Ann Reinking perform Phil Collins’s nominated song “Against All Odds (Take a Look at Me Now)” and thinking, Why is this other person singing when Phil Collins is right there in the room? (I’ve never managed to find out the answer to that one.)


For almost a century, movie fans like me have been fascinated by the Academy Awards and all the legendary stars who have won Oscars. There’s a reason it’s historically been called “Hollywood’s biggest night.” For months each year, actors and filmmakers attend festivals and events to campaign for prizes, while prognosticators chart the rise and fall of the likely nominees and winners, all leading up to the much-anticipated gala ceremony. Much has been written about the history of film and the legacy of the Oscars, but I wanted to create a book where the Oscar winners themselves tell the stories of the night they won their trophies. I wanted to hear how they got ready, how they decided what to say, how they celebrated, and how they feel about their life-changing moment now, years later.


It’s been an absolute pleasure tracking down and chatting with the dozens of actors, singers, filmmakers, and craftspeople whose stories fill the pages of this book. The artists featured in these pages cover almost sixty years of Oscar history, ranging from Rita Moreno (Best Supporting Actress, 1962) to Olivia Colman (Best Actress, 2019). As you flip around, you’ll learn who Nicole Kidman gave her Oscar to after she won, why Elton John thinks he won his first Best Original Song Oscar for the wrong tune, and which Academy Award winner told Cameron Crowe to sleep with his brand-new Oscar under his pillow (which he did).


I’ve spent the last twenty-five years studying, writing about, and talking about the Academy Awards, in Entertainment Weekly, on the Today show and Turner Classic Movies, and on the red carpet itself. And the Oscars have certainly had their ups and downs as a cultural event, but there’s no denying that winning an Academy Award remains the pinnacle of achievement for anyone pursuing a career in film. Still, writing this book has made me look at Hollywood’s biggest night a bit differently. I now understand that not every winner experiences the moment in the same way. For some honorees, such as Julia Roberts, John Legend, and Octavia Spencer, the day remains a life highlight to be treasured. But for others, such as Marlee Matlin, Mira Sorvino, and Barry Jenkins, it can cause complex emotions that cloud what most people think would be a truly celebratory moment. I hope you find these fifty stories as entertaining and enlightening as I did. And I hope they add to your viewing experience the next time you sit down to watch Hollywood’s biggest night.
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NICOLE KIDMAN



BEST ACTRESS


The Hours


2003




“Why do you come to the Academy Awards when the world is in such turmoil? Because art is important.”





For Nicole Kidman, the 2003 Academy Awards ceremony was filled with conflicting emotions. She was at the peak of her profession, having earned back-to-back Best Actress nominations for Moulin Rouge! and The Hours, but her personal life was in disarray—she had recently finalized her divorce from Tom Cruise and hadn’t yet met her future husband, Keith Urban. And the newly begun Iraq War stifled much of the celebratory atmosphere of the awards—event organizers even decided to do away with the red carpet that year. Still, Kidman’s indelible performance as novelist Virginia Woolf, alongside performances by Julianne Moore and Meryl Streep in Stephen Daldry’s time-hopping literary triptych, won her the Oscar, which she accepted in an understated deep-navy Jean-Paul Gaultier gown. Actually, she almost didn’t accept the award: After beginning her speech, she broke down and needed a moment to compose herself before delivering the rest, and the orchestra eventually ended up playing her off before she could finish.


THE ATMOSPHERE


There was a war that year. So it was a different time and place than the year before. That gave the whole ceremony and the whole awards time a much different feel. You have to have a sense of what’s going on in the world. At the same time, there’s an enormous amount of people that have put their life’s work into what you’re doing. We want that celebration. This is something that you hold in your hand and go, “This is a lifetime of blood, sweat, and tears, commitment, sacrifice.” There are so many things that it represents. And I was also struggling with things in my personal life, yet my professional life was going so well. That’s what happens, right?
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Kidman opposite Stephen Dillane in The Hours








THE LOOK


It was dignified; it was not garish. And it allowed me as a woman to be seen, not me as a movie star, if that makes sense. There’s a time and a place when you go, “I’m going to wear something extravagant and extraordinary.” And then there are other times where you go, “I actually want to be seen: I as myself and as an artist, I want to be seen now. I don’t want to be overshadowed by something else.”


THE SPEECH


I vaguely remember getting emotional and turning around and then going, Get your act together and turn back. What are you doing? You’ll be given the sign to get off and you won’t have even pulled yourself together. I forgot to thank my father. But you’re sort of drowned out and that’s it. But this is so my father: I came off stage and I was like, “Oh, Papa!” He’s like, “Nicky, this is unconditional love. Thanking me on the stage? What are you talking about?” He didn’t even bat an eyelid about it. So that’s what I come from and that’s what I would always offer to anybody in those situations. And also Stephen Dillane, who really helped make my performance—I didn’t get to thank him in the speech. So I’m thanking him now in your book. He’s one of the great British actors of all time.
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THE CELEBRATION


I’m not a big party girl, so I was going to skip the Vanity Fair party, and everyone was like, “You’ve got to go. You’ve got to walk through the party carrying your Academy Award.” I said, “That just feels like gloating, and it doesn’t feel humble.” Like, what? You can’t walk through carrying the award! That feels really inappropriate. They’re like, “That’s what you do.” So I literally walked in, carried it around, was completely overwhelmed, emotional, shaking, and I didn’t enjoy it. I was almost apologetic, which is so stupid. I wish I could have enjoyed it more. I went home and ended up ordering takeout and eating it on the floor of the Beverly Hills Hotel. I sat on the floor of the hotel eating French fries and a burger with my family and went to bed. That’s when it hit me. I went, I need to find my love; I need a love in my life. Because this is supposed to be when you go, “This is ours.” I shared it with my mom and dad, but it’s a different thing than with the partner that has been there through all of it. I went to bed alone; I was in bed before midnight. If I ever won again, I’m telling you, I’d be out for twenty-four hours.
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Kidman celebrates with her parents, Antony and Janelle.








THE PERSPECTIVE


I was so happy to be in a film with the women that I was in that film with. I hugged Julianne and I said, “This will be yours. You’ll see. Just wait, because you so deserve it and it will happen.” I’m just grateful that I was given the role and able to play Virginia Woolf, because the crux of that whole performance for me is that every human being’s right is the choice to determine what they want to do with their life. And that will always be one of the most important things that I stand for.





WHERE OSCAR LIVES NOW



I gave it to my mother. I wanted her to have it on her mantel. And then she subsequently said, “I’m clearing everything out of my house; I want you to have it back.” So it’s now with my husband’s Grammys. It sits surrounded by a lot of Grammys. But it’s the princess in the middle of it.
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Kidman with Best Actor winner Adrien Brody at the Vanity Fair party





















[image: image]



















[image: image]









ELTON JOHN



BEST ORIGINAL SONG


The Lion King


1995




“I’d like to dedicate this award to my grandmother Ivy Sewell. She died last week. And she was the one that sat me down at the piano when I was three and made me play. So I’m accepting this in her honor.”





Thanks to his annual Oscar-night gala, which benefits the Elton John AIDS Foundation, singer-songwriter Elton John has become iconic to the Academy Awards. In 1995, he found himself an instant triple nominee when he and his Lion King collaborator, Tim Rice, received three of that year’s five Best Original Song nominations, for “Circle of Life,” “Hakuna Matata,” and the eventual winner, the lush ballad “Can You Feel the Love Tonight,” which reached number four on the Billboard charts and also won Sir Elton a Grammy Award for Best Male Pop Vocal Performance. Twenty-five years later, he would win a second Academy Award alongside his longtime lyricist Bernie Taupin for their Rocketman theme, “(I’m Gonna) Love Me Again.”


THE BACKSTORY


The Oscars epitomized to me Hollywood glamour, and the statuette was the best statuette. If you’re going to win something, win an Oscar, right? But I never in my whole life envisioned winning an Oscar. Why would I? I never thought in a million years when I used to go to the cinema as a young kid to see things like Picnic and Doctor Zhivago that I would ever be involved in Hollywood. I never thought I would do any film work like that.


THE PRODUCTION


It was Tim Rice who asked me to do it. He’s an old friend of mine. He called me up and said, “I want you to do The Lion King with me. Disney says you won’t do it.” I said, “Well, what’s it about?” and he explained it. I said, “Of course I’ll do it!” I owe Tim Rice a big favor. It was the first time I’d ever done anything like that, so it was really fun. I remember writing “Circle of Life” because I really thought it was great. “Hakuna Matata,” I was just in hysterics because it starts off with “When I was a young warthog…” I thought, It’s come to this—I’m singing about fucking warthogs. We just laughed and laughed and laughed while we were writing it. It was a really joyous process and one that I really loved. And I have to say, Jeffrey Katzenberg and everyone at Disney was really supportive. When I saw it about a month before it was going to be released, “Can You Feel the Love Tonight” wasn’t in the film. I said, “Jeffrey, where’s the love song? Every Disney film needs a love song.” And to his credit, he reinstated it. It would’ve been terrible not to have had that song in it. I couldn’t believe the quality of the movie. It was just a perfect movie. It really took my career in another direction, which I’m really grateful for. It changed my whole career.


THE BIG DAY


It was nerve-racking to be there. People said, “Well, you could cancel yourself out and something else could win.” I didn’t sit in the audience. We just sat all afternoon in this Winnebago watching people arrive and it seemed an eternity to happen. But it was so exciting. I mean, come on. I’m a young kid from England who was forty-six at that time. The idea of being nominated for an Oscar was just so thrilling. Everyone was expecting us to win—that makes it awful. You think, Supposing we don’t win, we’re going to be a failure. And then when we did win it, I was so happy. It was magical to me.
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Sir Elton and collaborator Tim Rice








THE SPEECH


I remember dedicating it to my grandmother, who had just passed away. My grandmother was kind of the linchpin of my life. She was the person that I went to if I was in trouble. Later in her life, she came to live with me. I was born in her house, and she died in my house. She was my angel; she was my rock. I wish she could have seen it. And I thanked “my friends in Utah”—that was Jeffrey and his wife, Marilyn. I’ve never said that before. They were in Park City. By the time the film came out, Jeffrey had left Disney. I didn’t want to ruffle any feathers at Disney.


THE CELEBRATION


I know we went through the Governors Ball as a point of respect and politeness. But I had to go back to my own AIDS Foundation party at the Four Seasons. I walked in with the Oscar and everyone went nuts. I was just grinning like a Cheshire Cat for about two weeks. I was on tour with Billy Joel, and I was playing in Toronto the next day. I came out with the Oscar in my hand. That’s how much it meant to me.


THE PERSPECTIVE


I’m not going to make a fuss, obviously, but I honestly think the wrong song won. I think “Circle of Life” embodies The Lion King—it starts with it, it ends with it. That’s the song that should have won it. I always say life is full of surprises. That one phone call from Tim changed my life and changed my career. The two things I’ve won Oscars for, one was The Lion King, which is something I’m so proud of, and the other is Rocketman, the film about my life. So I’ve been really lucky. You never know, there might be a third one. I doubt it, but you never know.
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Sir Elton with his beloved grandmother, Ivy Sewell










WHERE THE OSCARS LIVE NOW


They’re on the first floor of my house in Windsor. There are two shelves with all my Ivor Novello songwriting awards, Golden Globes, Tony, and the two Oscars. You would never notice them; it’s not flaunted in any way. I don’t consider the Grammys to be an award—I couldn’t care less about those. And they look awful as well. They’re cheap.
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JENNIFER HUDSON



BEST SUPPORTING ACTRESS


Dreamgirls


2007




“I thank you all for helping me keep the faith even when I didn’t believe.”





Jennifer Hudson’s rise from obscurity to Academy Award winner is simply one of the most dramatic and satisfying stories in entertainment history. An immediate standout on American Idol in 2005, she was eliminated shockingly early, placing only seventh for the season. But director Bill Condon saw her potential and cast her in the pivotal role of the unfairly treated singer Effie White opposite Beyoncé in his adaptation of the Broadway musical Dreamgirls. Hudson’s electrifying performance led to an awards-season sweep and the beginning of her eventual EGOT (Emmy, Grammy, Oscar, and Tony) collection, making her the youngest woman ever to achieve that feat. In her speech, Hudson paid tribute to her grandmother, who she said “was a singer, and she had the passion for it, but she never had the chance. And that was the thing that pushed me forward to continue.”


THE BACKSTORY


It sounds so harsh, but I wasn’t too familiar with the Oscars because my dream was to be a singer and win Grammys. So even down to the night of being there, I remember Jamie Foxx saying, “The craziest thing is she has no clue to what is going on.” I was experiencing it as I went along.


THE PRODUCTION


After American Idol, it was kind of like starting over. I had a production deal and I was just recording music. As long as I was singing, I was happy, you know? I knew, as long as I have my voice, then I have what it takes to get to wherever I want to go. People would say, “Jennifer Hudson for Effie White.” And I’m like, “Who is Effie White?” I knew “And I Am Telling You I’m Not Going” and “I Am Changing,” but I didn’t know who the character was. I recall Bill saying, “You’re the one who made me feel something in your audition.” And that’s what made the difference, you know? I didn’t know what it would lead to or what the awards were for film or any of that. It was my first film project—I just wanted to get my lines right. But looking back, I think it’s best that I wasn’t aware, because if you know the pressures, it can freak you out, and then you become too nervous, and you can’t be your best. So I think it was good that I was kind of ignorant to all of it.






[image: image]

Hudson performing on the Oscars telecast with her Dreamgirls costar Beyoncé








THE LOOK


I wore Oscar de la Renta. André Leon Talley orchestrated the whole thing and put it together for me. It reminded me of one of my Easter dresses that I had as a kid. And it was kind of my prom colors because I wore brown and cream to my prom.



THE WINNING MOMENT


I remember my mom being too shy to want to sit in the front, so she sat far in the back with my ex-boyfriend James. Because my mom didn’t want to sit in on-camera seats, I’m like, “Well, Bill Condon—I want him to be right there because he’s the man who gave me this opportunity. I want to share that moment with him.” And he should have been nominated. I remember freaking out because public speaking is a huge fear of mine. I know it’s crazy. When they called my name, I’m like, Don’t get up because nobody heard that but you. And then I looked up, and everybody is looking at me, and I’m like, Oh, they called me for real? Oh, wow.


THE SPEECH


I always connect everything to my grandmother because that’s where I get my voice from. My family always says, “She sounds like Julia Kate.” I’m Jenny Kate; she was Julia Kate. And they say that I inherited her voice. She always used to say she didn’t want to be famous because you would have to sing even when you didn’t feel like it. So I feel like it’s my calling because she didn’t complete it. If my grandmama could see me now, she would say, “Look what God can do.” So any time I have to perform and I’m tired and I don’t feel like it, I’ll be like, “My grandmama used to say, ‘You got to perform even when you don’t feel like it.’”
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Hudson as Effie White in Dreamgirls








THE CELEBRATION


We went to all the afterparties: the Governors Ball, the Vanity Fair party. I remember Beyoncé being a little emotional. I think she teared up a little bit. It was like watching her little sister win. And then I remember getting back home and putting my Oscar on the nightstand, and it didn’t seem real. I went to sleep and woke up, and I’m like, It’s still here; I’m not dreaming. I still have moments like that. Like, when something seems so much like a dream, I have to look around quite a bit to be like, How I can tell if this is really reality or if I’m dreaming? So leaving that right there on the nightstand and waking up the next day and it was still there was confirmation: No, this really, really happened.


THE PERSPECTIVE


It made me feel a part of something—the Academy. It’s been something that has made me want to raise my game and make them proud. In all my work, I want to be a great representation of the Academy, of Oscar winners, and all the people I’m in the company of. They saw things in me that maybe I didn’t necessarily see myself. I was walking into a new space. Bill Condon believed in me, to give me such an opportunity. And I always say, “If you give me the opportunity, I’m going to make it work.” Sometimes people dream up dreams for you. Everyone started saying it: “Oh, she could be like Barbra Streisand and win the EGOT.” And I’m like, “Oh, now what’s that?”




WHERE OSCAR LIVES NOW


I have an award wall in my house in Chicago, and I always said I would never reveal it until it was complete with the EGOT. So now it’s officially complete, and so I may reveal it. All around it is the Golden Globe and the BAFTA [British Academy Film and Television Arts] and the Critics Choice and the Grammys. And the Oscar sits in the middle.
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Hudson and Dreamgirls director Bill Condon
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STEVEN SPIELBERG



BEST PICTURE AND BEST DIRECTOR


Schindler’s List


1994




“This is the best drink of water after the longest drought in my life!”





Between 1976 and 1990, Steven Spielberg’s films (including Jaws, Close Encounters of the Third Kind, E.T., and the first three Indiana Jones movies) won a total of fourteen Oscars. But despite five prior nominations of his own—three for Best Director and two for Best Picture—and an honorary award in 1987, Spielberg himself never won a competitive Academy Award until his dual victories in those categories for his instant classic Schindler’s List. In his Best Director acceptance speech, he revealed he had never even held an Oscar and then paid tribute to his wife, Kate Capshaw, and mother, Leah Adler. When he took the stage again to accept the award for Best Picture, he implored educators to continue teaching the Holocaust. Five years later, he would pick up his third Academy Award for directing Saving Private Ryan.


THE BACKSTORY


When I was a kid, the Oscars meant a chance to see the movie stars on television. You had to go to pay money to see the movie stars in movie theaters. But you got to see them for free during the Oscars. That’s really all it meant to me at that time. [Winning one] was the farthest thing from my mind.


THE LOSSES


I just sort of came to terms with it with two philosophies. One: Always a bridesmaid, never the bride. And two: Well, Hitchcock never won, so what’s wrong with not winning? That lasted for a good decade, until I had this overwhelming feeling of really wanting to take home an Academy Award. And yet that desire never really motivated the choices I made as a movie director in choosing my material.
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Spielberg on the Schindler’s List set with star Liam Neeson








THE BIG DAY


I was really accustomed to not winning an Academy Award. And what scared me about Schindler’s List was the number of people who told me that this was my year, that there was no way I was not going to win the Academy Award. And the more people who told me Schindler’s List was going to win all the awards, the more doubt was sown. I just thought, well, in a movie, when a character speaks with certainty, the opposite always happens. So the closer I came to that March date in 1994, the more I convinced myself that I was actually not going to win that night for Schindler’s List. There were just too many people telling me that I was going to.


THE WINNING MOMENT


We had won five Academy Awards before Best Director was announced. So there was a great feeling among our nominees that it was turning into a great night. And yet I still didn’t expect to hear my name. I actually had expected to hear Jane Campion’s name. [Clint Eastwood] opened the envelope, looked at the card, and the first thing he said was “Big surprise.” And I didn’t remember somebody named Big Surprise on the nominees list. So my first reaction was, Who is Big Surprise? And then I got it. I leaned over and kissed my wife. I looked over at my mom, who was there, and she had tears in her eyes and threw her head back and started laughing and crying. It was just a blur.


THE THANK-YOUS


Michael and Julia Phillips were my producers on Close Encounters of the Third Kind. When Michael and Julia won Best Picture for The Sting, they had a big party at their house. Julia came over to me, and she said, “You want to hold it?” And at that moment I felt, No, I better not, because if I ever get one of these someday, I want to be able to see what it feels like on the day, in the moment, and not at a party. So that began a long tradition of a lot of my friends winning and offering me, “Hey, you want to hold this thing?” And I’d always say, “Someday, but not today.” [My wife, Kate,] brought humanity and civilization into my life when I returned to where we were staying [during filming] in Krakow, Poland. She basically had created a comfort space. She took my mind off of tomorrow’s work. I always have looked at my mom as a lucky charm. She had this wonderful way about her, of sitting across a small table and just taking my hands in her hands and leaning way forward and almost in a whisper she would tell me the truth about something. And it always brought me luck.


THE CELEBRATION


We won ten Oscars that night between Schindler’s List and Jurassic Park. The subject matter took a backseat to how happy everybody was and how much everybody wanted to go from party to party to celebrate. And also, two of my closest friends won Oscars that night, Tom Hanks and Bruce Springsteen, so we basically all celebrated together. We went to all the parties as three families who had all won their first Oscars at the same time. Just partied down almost until dawn. Kate and I went home. I’m embarrassed to say what I did with the trophies, but I’ll tell you what I did with the trophies. I tried to put them on the pillow between me and Kate. And Kate said, “Those two Oscars are not getting between us.” So then I put them on the mantelpiece in the bedroom.


THE PERSPECTIVE


They actually mean more to me now than they ever meant to me then. Because in the whole fog of everything leading up to Oscar night, you build up a lot of defenses. I certainly built up a lot of defenses just to protect myself in case it didn’t happen. Those two wins garnered much more meaning in the following years. It is the rarest honor and the highest honor any of us could imagine achieving in this motion picture industry. Just to be in the company of some of the directors who inspired me to want to become one. My principal reason for making Schindler’s List was to raise awareness of the six million murdered and the genocides that followed the Shoah: Rwanda, Sarajevo, Cambodia, Armenia. My goal was to try to get tolerance education taught as part of the high school social-science courses in public schools across the entire country. There’s always been a sine wave to antisemitism. It peaks and then it fades, but never fades away. And then it returns. It’s been that way for thousands of years.




WHERE THE OSCARS LIVE NOW


They’re sitting on the mantelpiece above a fireplace in my home office. There’s three of them. And then right below them is the Life Achievement Award from the American Film Institute. Those are the only awards I have at home. The rest of my honors are at the office at Amblin on the Universal Studios lot. But those are the only honors that I have at home.
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