2004 Oscar Perspective: Before Sunset
You can’t dispute the much-deserved Oscars Clint Eastwood won last month. Other films may have been as good as Million Dollar Baby but certainly not better.

Not like in 2001 when Gladiator didn’t even deserve a nomination or 1998 when Titanic clearly was inferior to L.A. Confidential. All you want to do in those years is sneer at the TV and spew curses at all the pretty people in their pretty tuxes and gowns.

But even in good years, like this one, there are always a few films that might wrangle a nomination or two but never more, and certainly never an Oscar. Not because they’re not good enough, but the ending was a real downer or the box office was too small.

The latter was the case for Before Sunset, a film considered to be the antidote to the traditional Hollywood romance, despite being a sequel.

Before Sunset follows stars Ethan Hawke and French actress Julie Delpy, as Jesse and Celine, two would-be lovers who meet at a book reading in Paris nine years after missing a rendezvous they’d planned at the end of the first movie. It’s an insightful look at two people and the interplay of words that underlie and belie their genuine emotions and the nostalgia for what could’ve been.

The film hauled in $5.5 million playing at only 203 theaters during its widest release—good for an indie film, but barely good enough to garner one nomination for best original screenplay, and of course it didn’t win. This despite achieving an average year-end ranking of four on metacritic.com’s poll of 100 top film reviewers.

Shouldn’t that have qualified it as one of the five best picture nominees? Certainly more qualified than Ray, one of the lucky five, more remarkable for Jamie Foxx’s dead-on scary rendition of Ray Charles than for any other Oscar-worthiness.

Before Sunset is more lyrical, too, in its own way. The camera saunters along with Jesse and Celine as they glide through Paris’ narrow streets, smoke in a café, ride a ferry down the Seine. Delpy and Hawke wrote the screenplay with director Richard Linklater, who along Quentin Tarrantino, is one of the top dialogue writers in the business. It’s an 80-minute, filmed conversation set in real time spoken as you or I might speak with a best friend.

That’s the real magic of the film. The characters and the dialogue are fluid and believable even as the conversation turns toward complex topics, like happiness or war, and later to the extremely personal. As when Celine surrenders the pretense of ironic jokes about her past lovers and talks about how painful it was that she and Jesse didn’t keep their rendezvous. The camera freezes on Jesse’s hand, caught in mid air. He’s unsure whether it’s his right to comfort her as she begins to cry.

And then there’s the song. Celine had written it nine year earlier. It’s simple and folksy, sung by her with an acoustic guitar. Her voice is trained but unpracticed and thin under the weight of her past and present feelings. It’s one of the most emotionally naked and intimate moments captured on film in recent years, and is prelude to an ending that’s about as perfect as they get. It should’ve earned Delpy a best actress nomination, especially in a year with few good roles for women.

Although Before Sunset shouldn’t have won best picture, it deserved some kind of an award. I’d dub it the 2004 Alternative Picture of the Year, but it’s not punk or grunge enough to be alternative. I’ll just call it most charming and endearing and leave it at that.

For KFAI, I’m Paul Bachleitner.

