Thank you, President Powers, Dean Hart, faculty, parents, families, friends.  To you graduating students, it is an honor to be here, celebrating you and all that you have accomplished at this magnificent school.

I met Betsy Anne Klein on April 28th, 1975 at 5 pm at the Methodist Student Center on 25th and Guadalupe, and it was the single most important moment of my college career. It only took me six years to talk her into marrying me.  I’m glad I remember that first meeting in great detail because the place is now a parking lot. She is here today with our two finest productions, Kate and Callie.  As you hear my story today, you’re probably thinking a lot about what lies ahead. Know that none of what I am about to tell you would have happened without Betsy or my business partners of many years, Tom Bernard and Marcie Bloom. In my experience you cannot achieve success alone whether you’re the great Hollywood partnership running Sony Pictures Entertainment, Michael Lynton and Amy Pascal, Spain’s enduring director- producer team of Pedro and Agustin Almodovar, or Jonathan Demme and Anne Hathaway making RACHEL GETTING MARRIED. 

I’m in the storytelling business.  Your life and my life are about stories and storytelling, individuals and moments that make profound impressions on our memories.  Over time detail piles upon detail, story upon story, and as you recognize and use them, meaningful connections and transformative moments occur.

My father was a man with very little formal education.  He knew how to reason and he knew how to feel and the logic of his life told him to have faith in the future.  When I was a little boy he used to tell us over and over again, to the disbelief of everyone around him, that the recently erected Berlin Wall would eventually come down.  It was only a matter of time, he said, before the people of East Germany would say, "enough is enough.”  When in 1987, our friend Wim Wenders showed us the first cut of his great film, WINGS OF DESIRE, about angels hovering over the people of Berlin, I knew my father was right and the Berlin Wall would come down exactly as he predicted, and as it did over two years later.

My father also told me class issues and racism are the subtext of all our shortcomings, as people and as a country, BUT he had faith in the ethical progress of man.  He believed racism would lessen with each passing generation.  During my grandchildren's lifetime, he would assure me, there would be a black President. The first time I saw Barack Obama speak was about 17 months before he was elected.  In the backyard of a lovely home in Los Angeles he was speaking to a very affluent and skeptical group. He was saying things they did not want to hear, that a high price would have to be paid to insure the health of our country.  He opened for questions and a woman in front asked, "Mr. Obama, if you were the Democratic nominee, which Republican candidate would you most fear?"  He looked slightly disoriented and said, "no one's ever asked me that question."  Lacking an answer he started to turn to the next questioner, but then he stopped himself, a big smile came over his face, he turned back to the lady, looked her straight in the eye and said, "Abraham Lincoln."  Now that was a transformative moment for me.  My Dad was right, he was only off by two generations (I guess he didn't see the influence of Facebook or Twitter coming).

It's always important to recognize transformative moments when they happen to you.

A little over 20 years ago, Tom Bernard and I went to the studio lot in Los Angeles, where Columbia and TriStar movies were being made and where the MGM movies from the golden age were shot, to meet the Chairman of Sony Pictures Entertainment about the possibility of forming Sony Pictures Classics.  I had never been to one of these dream factories before.  Here we were two guys working on the East coast releasing low budget foreign and American independent films.  In order to reach the Chairman's office in the Thalberg Building, we had to walk down the main alley about half a mile with these big airplane hangar like buildings on both sides of the street. We start walking.  The first guy we run into is director Paul Verhoeven, who we knew years ago as the director of low budget controversial Dutch films but was now making big studio movies.  A bit frazzled he tells us he's editing a new movie and he has a big ratings problem because of a scene where an actress named Sharon Stone has to uncross her legs.  We wish him luck and we walk on.   A guy comes out of the next huge hangar on the right and waves.  He is the German cinematographer Michael Balhaus who we knew from  Rainer Werner Fassbinder's movies and had since become the cinematographer of choice of directors like Martin Scorsese and Francis Coppola.  He was all excited.  "Good to see you, come in here and see this, you won't believe it!"  We walk out of the bright sun into this cavernous dark place, and I kid you not, we are now in the Transylvania of BRAM STOKER'S DRACULA, gargoyles, fog , rain, a castle and Keanu Reeves.  Holy cow!   It was so creepy, we left quickly.  By the time we arrived at the end of the street we were confused, trying to distinguish the Thalberg Building from the Cary Grant and Fred Astaire Buildings,  and all of a sudden Francis Coppola comes zipping up to us in a golf cart, "hey fellas, follow me, I know where you're going."  When we finally entered the Chairman's office, at the front of my mind was, we've figuratively and literally been down the yellow brick road (this WAS where THE WIZARD OF OZ was shot), and at the back of my mind was, "Where do we sign?"  Another  transformative moment.  It was the first time I felt part of the history and fabric of a large film community.

For me, the origin of that walk goes way back to an earlier time.

I graduated from high school in the Oak Cliff section of Dallas in 1972, and my friends (many of whom are here today) asked me to come along with them to the University of Texas and I said "ok," and that was it.  The tuition as a Texas student was $10 an hour (yes, parents, $10 an hour).

I was ending a miserable Freshman year here and wanted to go home when I met that fellow sitting right there, a dean of the College of Humanities and a notoriously tough English professor.  Dr. James Ayres, or as we call him 'Doc,' realized an awesome vision creating in 1971 a University program that takes place in rural Winedale, an open air farm museum about a hundred miles from here, where a small group of students spend their summers analyzing, preparing and playing Shakespeare to the local folks who live there. We were Math, Physics, English, Law School, Pre-Med, and German students.  And then there was me.  To this day I have no idea why Doc chose me to be part of this enterprise.  I was not doing well in school, and the only thing he and I had in common was an intimate knowledge of the screenplay of THE GODFATHER. Over three summers at Shakespeare at Winedale I took big scary risks. Nothing in my career begins to approximate the fear of playing Romeo wearing thick black rimmed glasses with braces on my teeth.  I must have been really terrible.  As students at Winedale, with the elements against us, between the108 degree weather one day and battling flash floods the next, we learned the dynamics of working with each other as individuals and as one. We discovered self respect, critical awareness, trust.  Within a Shakespearean scene or within our everyday world, we can be both poetic and 100 percent true to life at the same time.

The only place that could handle my apparent chaotic array of interests was the College of Communication.  Here is where I learned to write and speak in so many different ways.  A journalism course was exciting because reporters had just changed the world following Watergate.  The film department through a program called CinemaTexas showed movies Monday through Thursday, which is where you would find me every night, watching films from America's past and from all over the world. This is where I discovered the reason we love the movies. They allow us to do things we can't do in real life. There's nothing more exciting than mythologizing moments of reality into engaging and meaningful stories told in moving images that expand us as human beings.  In high school, my friend Eddie Lowry (who later became a UT scholar and helped run CinemaTexas) and I, came to the conclusion that even considering the fact moviemaking is a collaborative popular art form, the prime mover of any great film,  is the skill and personality of its director. The great executives I have worked with over the years believe you have to  A) know the financials of the film business, B) acquire skill in recognizing talented filmmakers and  C) back up your conviction serving those filmmakers in both good times and bad.  Two of my mentors, two of the most exceptional executives in film history stood by this philosophy for decades.  Arthur Krim, an honorary Texan and close confidante of Lyndon Johnson, who ran United Artists for 27 years and then Orion Pictures (where Tom, Marcie and I worked for him), backed filmmakers from Billy Wilder to John Huston.  He greenlit a whopping 19 Woody Allen films (I like to think Tom and I are continuing that legacy with movies like MIDNIGHT IN PARIS).  Mr. Krim’s results included winning more Best  Picture Oscars than any other executive in film history.  John Calley, who was the head of production at Warner Brothers and later became Chairman of Sony Pictures Entertainment (where we reported to him) credited his career to standing by filmmakers like Stanley Kubrick, and a young budding Clint Eastwood.  Having faith in the ups and downs of these directors is the one rule they followed, and Tom and I continue to follow, in a business with very few rules.

At UT, I chose speech as my major.  Two professors, Dr. Martin Todaro and Dr. Jym McKay came up with a program tailor made for me, where I would teach speech to non-English speaking foreign graduate students from a variety of countries, who for six months were on a crash course to learn how to speak English properly, before going on to their graduate course of study at universities around the United States.  I in turn received a crash course in understanding the wide cultural differences that define the world.  I don’t know how we did it.  I didn’t understand them, and they didn’t understand a word that I said, but they did have an intimate knowledge of THE GODFATHER.  Proof positive of the power of the cinema:  “Leave the gun, take the cannoli.”  Everyone in the world knows where that comes from.

I think about these international students when we win the Academy Awards for Best Foreign Language Film with movies like THE LIVES OF OTHERS from Germany and most recently, a few months ago, A SEPARATION from Iran.  The reason these are great movies that resonate with audiences all over the world is that the more local and culturally specific the stories become, the more we realize how life’s difficulties are the same everywhere.  Major differences exist primarily between governments.  The nature of a country’s government is too often not the same as the nature of its people.  That is why when the gentle and brilliant Iranian filmmaker Jafar Panahi is incarcerated, then put under house arrest, and then banned from making films for twenty years, we as people are obligated to fight for his freedom with everything we have.

Upon graduation, the writers I was reading and the movies I was seeing sent me to New York.  I studied with the great Stella Adler, an inspiring teacher and highly skilled observer of human behavior.  I was feeling adventurous and I knew she was Marlon Brando’s teacher. She sat on a throne on a raised platform and you felt like you were in the presence of royalty, the kind of royalty that would just as soon have your head, as bestow riches upon you.  On the first day of class she looked at me pathetically and said, “You have no natural talent, but stay in this class and you will learn about life.”

Stella Adler’s archives are housed at the Harry Ransom Center here at UT.  Here are five of her commandments as I remember them:  

One – Aspire upward and be relaxed in the world.”
Two - “Know your faults, correct them. The business of editing yourself is a life task.” 
Three - “Do not let society pressure you to be successful before your time.”   I have been where you are right now.  My first job in the movie business was typing invoices for a company that rented 16mm films to churches and prisons.  Throughout your career it rarely feels like things are happening as fast as they should.  Trust the pace of the process (without losing your desire to succeed).

Four - “Learn to fail, or you will fail to learn.” This is a big one.  It has taken me decades to deal with failure and not feel the world is coming to an end when it happens.  I turned a corner with failure with a movie called MASKED AND ANONYMOUS.  It starred Bob Dylan, Penelope Cruz, Jeff Bridges, Jessica Lange, Angela Bassett, and Ed Harris.  Sounds like a sure thing, doesn’t it?  Never heard of it, have you?  After the world premiere screening at the Sundance Film Festival I turned to the guy sitting next to me and said, “Wasn’t that great!”  He looked at me as if I was out of my mind.  The NY Post on opening day called it, “the worst movie of the century.”  I lived through it, I learned from it, and while there may not be many of us, I still like that movie.

Five - “Above all, be generous.”  I think about this one a lot.  At a Los Angeles restaurant several years ago, I observed Adam Sandler having lunch with a boy in a wheelchair, conversing with him as an equal for hours.  I came to find out that Adam Sandler does this all the time: creates a meaningful friendship with  terminally ill kids, keeps up with them, makes a place for them at his premieres, all with no fanfare.  That’s generosity.

And finally, Stella’s Adler’s ultimate revelation:  “Your talent is your desire.”  All around me, I am inspired by so many who have put her words into action:  Our fearless leader Howard Stringer, Chairman of the Sony Corporation courageously taking on unexpected tsunamis and the global economic downturn; Philip Seymour Hoffman taking on a role like CAPOTE; film master Akira Kurosawa, suffering from depression and lack of financial support in Japan at the age of 75, taking on the most challenging and greatest epic of his career, RAN; Errol Morris getting a man off death row in Texas with his documentary THE THIN BLUE LINE; director Robert Altman hiding his heart transplant from the world for over a decade so he can keep making movies; Penelope Cruz’s growth as an actress from a 17 year old neophyte to her masterful performance years later in Almodovar’s VOLVER, or film critic Roger Ebert overcoming incredible physical challenges to remain, without missing a beat, the most popular film journalist in the world.  Your talent is your desire.  Keep it for yourself.    

The purpose of analyzing my past is really to set the table for you and your future:  so many stories, so many memories,  so many mentors.  Yours will be equally rich. Grasp the importance of their context.  To master any situation in life you must work to understand the context of that situation.  In my job context exists very specifically:  from the surroundings and mood of when we read a screenplay or watch a movie to the actual storytelling within the film, and especially in the negotiating and marketing of a movie where the goal is to cause a movie’s presence to cross over into the cultural mindset of the audience within the context of a publicity and advertising campaign via traditional means (like trailers and television exposure) and virally (on the internet).  

We are living at a time when the synchronicity of technology and content is ever more complicated and exciting.  Don’t ever think of new hardware without content. How can CROUCHING TIGER HIDDEN DRAGON, a Chinese language English subtitled movie do $128 million at the box office in the United States?  Director Ang Lee finally was able to make the movie he wanted to make because new digital technology found a way to erase the cables seamlessly so the actors look like they are actually flying.  Today, of course, technology has gone way beyond that.  But even more importantly, kids came to CROUCHING TIGER in big numbers because, unlike old fogeys of my generation, they have no problem with the subtitles.  The younger generation text everyday and watch tv channels everyday where subtitles are scrawled across the bottom of their screens.   

You are at the center of a business world where culture meets technology.   All the internet technologies my father did not foresee create more competitive risk and an extra burden of responsibility.  Yes, it’s a challenging job market which is why you cannot wait for the world to come to you.  But I’m telling you, the opportunities and possibilities here are endless.  Remember, it’s not always about winning the weekend (whether at the box office or in football). Opportunities appear in the most unlikely places and they can add up to the most surprising results in the long term.  I’m told when I was a child, my father would say from time to time, “I wonder if seeing all these movies will ever amount to anything for the boy.”  And here I am. No matter what career you pursue, the civil rights mantra applies to all of you, “Keep your eyes on the prize.”  Evolve, be flexible, respond to change and you will expand. Live passionately and sincerely and generously. Be brave. God bless. Congratulations. Thank you

