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Acclaim for Anthony Holden’s THE OSCARS:


‘The definitive, anecdote-packed history of Hollywood’s Academy Awards . . . Packed to the brim with revealing anecdotes about the winners and losers, plus plenty of juicy anecdotes about the behind-the-scenes chicanery, this chunky volume really is an irresistible read’


Film Review


‘A tale of greed, revenge, vanity, megalomania, chicanery, sibling hatred, betrayal and double-crossing, high finance and low morality . . . This has to be a definitive work. It would take a superman merely to dip into it. Being of mortal clay, I gorged myself and loved every fat, cholesterol-packed page of it’


HUGH LEONARD, Irish Times


‘Compendious . . . The Oscars continue to define the corruption and innocence of the movies themselves. That’s the open secret the author of this informed and lively book happily never forgets’


PETER MATTHEWS, The Observer


‘Anthony Holden’s exhaustive account makes for fascinating reading . . . He has given us the definitive account of both the kissy-kissying and the backstabbing’


VOX


‘A valuable near-encyclopaedic guide’


The Modern Review


‘Holden’s research is as meticulous as ever’


Sunday Telegraph


‘Rich detail . . . The book is marvellously entertaining, but it is also a serious and comprehensive inquiry into what the Academy Awards have represented to the movie industry and the public for more than six decades’


Publishers Weekly (US)


‘Wondrous minutiae to digest . . . precious details of Hollywood’s wretched excess’


New York Times


‘Carefully researched . . . Gives you the meat . . . The author has developed a pretty convincing set of rules for determining who will win and why . . . Excellent appendices . . . More fun facts than you can shake a stick at’


Los Angeles Times


‘Its gossipy heart is in the right place’


NYT Book Review




 


 


Anthony Holden’s bestselling biographies of Laurence Olivier and Prince Charles have been hailed on both sides of the Atlantic as ‘definitive’. Born in Lancashire and educated at Oxford, Holden was an award-winning newspaper columnist and editor before becoming a full-time writer and broadcaster. His journalistic career, from Sunday Times diarist via Washington correspondent of the Observer to assistant editor of The Times, was reflected in an acclaimed anthology of his work, OF PRESIDENTS, PRIME MINISTERS AND PRINCES. He is also an admired translator of works from the classics to opera, including GREEK PASTORAL POETRY for Penguin Classics and DON GIOVANNI and THE BARBER OF SEVILLE for Jonathan Miller at the English National Opera. His book BIG DEAL: A YEAR AS A PROFESSIONAL POKER PLAYER was praised by enthusiasts ranging from Walter Matthau to Salman Rushdie.


Anthony Holden lives in London, where he divides his spare time between his three sons, Arsenal FC and poker. He is married to the American novelist Cindy Blake.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Academy Awards for any given year are presented in the following one; for example, the 1991 Oscar ceremony was held in March 1992. To avoid confusion throughout this book, the year cited is that of the film’s release, and thus of the award rather than of the ceremony: i.e. 1991 for The Silence of the Lambs, although it was presented with its awards at the 1992 Oscar show. Discussion of the ceremony (or telecast) itself naturally uses the year in which it took place.


‘Oscar’ and ‘Academy Awards’ are registered trademarks of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. This book is neither authorised nor endorsed by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.


The publishers would like to thank the following picture agencies for kindly lending us their photographs: Kobal Collection; London Features International; Popperfoto; Rex Features; Syndication International; Topham; and UPI/Bettmann.
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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION



The original publication of this book in hardback in March 1993 happily coincided with a record year for Britain at the 65th Oscar ceremony: twenty-three nominations for our producers, directors, writers, actors and technicians at a time when, back home, the last rites were being read for the British film industry.


Hollywood’s perennial reverence for stagey British acting, preferably in steamy period dramas, was reflected in the nine nominations accorded Merchant-Ivory’s Howards End – the same total as the year’s hot Oscar favourite, Unforgiven, Clint Eastwood’s revisionist Western. Of the E.M. Forster team led by producer Ismail Merchant and director James Ivory, only their scriptwriter, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, had been successful at their previous multiple nomination, in 1986, for A Room with a View. Six years later the trio were joined by their composer Richard Robbins, their cinematographer, art director and costume designer, not to mention the doyennes of two generations of British actresses, Vanessa Redgrave and Emma Thompson.


Named in the Supporting Actress category, which she won in 1977 for Julia, Redgrave remained predictably unmoved by her sixth Academy Award nomination, which placed her alongside Dustin Hoffman, Deborah Kerr and Thelma Ritter in the Oscar statistics of this book’s Appendix C. Emma Thompson and her husband Kenneth Branagh – nominated in 1989 for Henry V and now in the Short Subject category for directing Sir John Gielgud in Swansong – became the first married couple to win Oscar nominations in the same year since Burton and Taylor (in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, 1966). Victory for Emma, if lurid newspaper predictions were to be believed, would soon see the Branagh marriage also going for a Burton.


The 1992 nominations included two more British actresses at opposite ends of their careers: Joan Plowright for Enchanted April and Miranda Richardson for Damage. Britain thus enjoyed three of the five Supporting Actress nominations – the fourth being an Australian, Judy Davis – for the first time since 1963, when the Tom Jones trio of Diane Cilento, Dame Edith Evans and Joyce Redman all lost out to yet another Briton, Dame Margaret Rutherford (The VIPs). Also a leading player in both Enchanted April and The Crying Game, Miranda Richardson seemed set to benefit from the Academy’s penchant for conspicuous versatility. Hollywood insiders meanwhile speculated that Joan Plowright might corner the sentimental vote, as the widow of one of the Oscars’ all-time favourites, Laurence Olivier.


As with My Left Foot three years earlier, the quirks of the Academy’s rulebook (which classifies the nationality of a film by the source of its finance) disguised the fact that most of the other ‘British’ nominees were in fact Irish. Thanks to more slick marketing by Harvey Weinstein of Miramax, Neil Jordan’s The Crying Game – a box-office failure in the UK, following crass critical suggestions that it ‘glorified’ the IRA – had turned into the biggest-ever foreign film at the US box office, breaking the decade-old record set by David Puttnam’s Chariots of Fire.


Jordan himself won Oscar nominations as both writer and director, along with his producer Stephen Woolley, editor Kent Pan and two of his actors. In the Leading Role category, Stephen Rea improved his chances of victory by scoring a great success on Broadway during the voting period; and in one of screen history’s most unusual supporting roles, Jaye Davidson improved his by keeping the organisers in suspense as to whether or not he would turn up for the ceremony (and, if so, as which gender). Discovered by Jordan in a gay bar, the publicity-shy Davidson joined the long and distinguished list (page 658) of actors and actresses nominated for an Academy Award on their screen début. Among his opposition lurked Jack Nicholson (A Few Good Men), the only actor alive to have scored ten Oscar nominations.


Despite this embarras de richesses, Britain’s only surefire winner appeared to be the lyricist Tim Rice, who had taken over from AIDS victim Howard Ashman as Alan Menken’s lyricist for ‘A Whole New World’ in Disney’s Aladdin. With Al Pacino nominated in both the Leading and Supporting categories, for Scent of a Woman and Glengarry Glen Ross, there was talking of the Academy unprecedentedly handing Pacino both Oscars out of sheer embarrassment over his six previous vain nominations. On the talk-show circuit, meanwhile, Clint Eastwood was busy dropping heavy hints that Unforgiven would be his last film as producer-director – thus making himself odds-on favourite to carry off a truckload of awards.


Despite the kind of publicity which would have killed off many previous movie careers, Woody Allen received a writing nomination for Husbands and Wives. But Hollywood’s Man-of-the-Year, Tim Robbins, received no acknowledgement at all for his two star turns as actor and director, in The Player and Bob Roberts (though his wife, Susan Sarandon, was a popular local favourite for Lorenzo’s Oil). The year’s other most conspicuous omissions were all, for once, big-name directors: Spike Lee (Malcolm X), Francis Ford Coppola (Dracula) and Danny de Vito (Hoffa). Joining the resentful ranks of directors overlooked despite a Best Picture nomination was A Few Good Men’s Rob Reiner, squeezed out by The Player’s Robert Altman. The ‘biopic syndrome’ – reflecting the Academy’s habit of giving Oscars to actors playing ‘real’ people – encouraged supporters of Robert Downey Jr and Denzel Washington in the title roles of, respectively, Chaplin and Malcolm X.


But none of them was to win. As so often, Hollywood sentiment prevailed, with ‘lifetime achievement’ awards in the shape of Best Picture and Director duly going to Clint Eastwood. Twice in three years, with Unforgiven and Dances with Wolves, the Western had struck gold for the first time since Cimarron way back in 1930–31 – the fourth year of the Academy Awards, before they were even called Oscars.


Never previously nominated, Eastwood joined Robert Redford and Warren Beatty, Woody Allen and Kevin Costner as actors to have won Oscars behind the camera if never in front of it. The Eastwood sweep could not prevent Pacino at last being named Best Actor, though it did win the Supporting category for Gene Hackman – who thus joined Nicholson, Lemmon, De Niro, Streep and Maggie Smith as winners of awards in both Leading and Supporting Roles. Beaten by Eastwood to Best Director, Ireland’s Neil Jordan received his just deserts in the shape of Best Original Screenplay, while Ruth Prawer Jhabvala again proved the only member of the Merchant-Ivory production team to convert nomination to award.


If the beginning of the evening brought its biggest surprise – with Marisa Tomei, the only American nominee, winning Supporting Actress for My Cousin Vinny – by its end Emma Thompson had made it an unprecented four-in-a-row for Britain, following Daniel Day Lewis, Jeremy Irons and Anthony Hopkins to a Leading Role Oscar at her first nomination. As last year’s male winner it even fell to the newly knighted Sir Anthony, her Howards End co-star, to hand Thompson her statuette.


Though another vintage year for Britain, 1992 still did little to justify Colin Welland’s famous, decade-old battle-cry: ‘The British are coming!’ As John Major’s government reneged on tax-breaks promised by Margaret Thatcher, more and more British actors, directors and technicians were inevitably defecting to Hollywood. Suddenly the indigenous film industry seemed to consist of little more than Branagh and Thompson – reluctantly tagged the Olivier-and-Leigh de nos jours, amid much spiteful satire of the ‘Ken and Em’ roadshow. But even Branagh felt obliged to import such American stars as Michael Keaton, Denzel Washington and Keanu Reeves to boost the box-office chances of his jaunty Tuscan Much Ado About Nothing. As much as Eastwood’s portentous Western, it seemed to symbolise a global retreat from over-reliance on sex and violence to the family values of yesteryear – typified by Nora Ephron’s neo-romantic summer hit, Sleepless in Seattle.


Now Branagh had the clout to sign up the likes of De Niro himself, as Monster to his Frankenstein, while the rest of Hollywood rushed to emulate Merchant-Ivory. With Branagh revisiting Ruritania, Oliver Stone back in Vietnam (Heaven and Earth) and Spielberg at Auschwitz (Schindler’s List), with Scorsese filming Edith Wharton (The Age of Innocence) and more period pieces due from Altman (Short Cuts), Attenborough (Shadowlands), Cronenberg (M. Butterfly), and Merchant-Ivory themselves (The Remains of the Day), it was hard to find a contemporary theme on the Oscar horizon – let alone a film without Hopkins, Irons or Thompson.


Only Tommy Lee Jones and Debra Winger were quite as ubiquitous, early runners for Oscar contention in Heaven and Earth and A Dangerous Woman, along with John Malkovich’s dark assassin in In the Line of Fire. As word from sundry sets canvassed the chances of two previous winners, Robert Duvall (Wrestling Ernest Hemingway) and Daniel Day Lewis (The Age of Innocence/In the Name of the Father), dark horses from the art-houses included a mute Holly Hunter in Jane Campion’s The Piano, winner of the Palme d’Or at Cannes, and a whole slew of new actresses in Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club. Would Jonathan Demme’s Philadelphia win the first AIDS Oscars for Tom Hanks and Denzel Washington? Or Pacino make it two-in-a-row as a 70s mobster in De Palma’s Carlito’s Way? Could Mrs Doubtfire finally see Robin Williams break through the comedy barrier? Or A Bronx Tale make De Niro the first Oscar-winner in both acting categories to add Best Director? As Tinseltown’s annual lottery rolls round again, I for one can’t wait to read the next edition of this book.
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ARRIVALS




‘It’s the most exciting part of the industry, the night it all comes together and you get to see the movie stars’


Meryl Streep, 1983





IN MID-AFTERNOON, FROM behind the tinted windows of a stretched limousine, the sun already seems to have set on downtown Los Angeles. Stepping out into fiercely bright light, on arrival at the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion, provokes the same guilty thrill as emerging from a daytime movie. In dark glasses, above evening dress worn since lunchtime, the evening begins on a surreal note which is not going to fade.


The show is not due to start until 6 pm, the optimum hour for coast-to-coast television. But guests travelling the ten miles from Beverly Hills have been advised to hit the road by 3, so dense is the traffic jam as eight hundred limos ferry the movie world to its annual orgy of self-congratulation.


Among the first to arrive, unnoticed by the screaming crowd on the stands, is the imposing figure of Frank Johnson, fifty-five-year-old managing partner of the Los Angeles branch of the accountants Price Waterhouse. His briefcase chained to his wrist, Johnson is eager to rendezvous with his associate Dan Lyle. Aiming to converge at 4 pm precisely, the two executives have travelled the short distance from their downtown office in separate limousines, by separate routes.


Hijack, earthquake, limo gridlock – nothing, including Acts of God, must endanger their annual mission. One day a year, these two grave-faced accountants become the latter-day men from Wells Fargo. If one of them goes under, the other has to get through.


Each is clutching an identical case containing an identical set of twenty-two envelopes. Inside are the names of this year’s Academy Award winners, to be announced in a couple of hours before a television audience of one billion people in one hundred countries worldwide. Even their secretary, Michelle Morgan, is not privy to the contents. That morning she typed out a winner’s card for each of the nominees in every category, and handed them over to her bosses. After retrieving the results from a downtown bank vault, where they were locked over the weekend, Messrs Johnson and Lyle then placed each winner’s name in the relevant envelope, and shredded the losers.


A team of six assistants had spent three days counting the ballots, but even they were sealed in separate rooms and sworn to secrecy. ‘We de-randomise it so they don’t know if they have a representative sample,’ says Lyle. Like members of a jury, Price Waterhouse staff are sworn not to discuss the results of the counting even among themselves. Would defiance be career-threatening? ‘Oh yes,’ says Lyle without hesitation. Which is no doubt why Bruce Davis, the Academy’s executive director, has never even considered the clamour of other accountancy firms to collar the Academy’s contract, in itself worth a mere $30,000 a year. ‘Price Waterhouse has never dropped the ball. They have treated it with the utmost seriousness.’ And still do.


At this stage these corporate accountants are the only two people in the world who know the names inside those envelopes. They have also committed them to memory. All morning, within the mighty portals of Price Waterhouse, the senior partners have been grilling each other on this year’s Oscar results. Excitable or elderly presenters have been known, in the heat of the moment, to read out the wrong name. In such a crisis, it will fall to Johnson or Lyle to step onstage and see justice done.


Tonight is the climax of a process which has lasted three months, since the Oscar ballots first went out to Academy members in early January, along with a reminder list of eligible films. A month later, the returned ballots are solemnly carried under armed guard from the Academy’s office in Wilshire Boulevard to Price Waterhouse, where a team of six staff verify the secret coding designed to preclude forgery. The doors are then closed while Johnson and Lyle tally the nominations in all twenty-three categories.


At 9 pm three days later, they lead a four-man team over to the Academy offices, where security guards lock the entrances behind them and shut down the telephone system. No one is allowed to leave the building for the rest of the night, as the Price Waterhouse team are sealed in the mail-room with the photocopying machines. The list of nominees with which they emerge is handed over to a hand-picked team of Academy staff, who work through the night preparing press releases and photographs for a pre-dawn press conference.


By 5.30 am, prime time for the East Coast breakfast shows, five hundred journalists are gathered in the Academy’s private theatre waiting for its president – with the assistance of last year’s Supporting Role Oscar-winners – to announce the names of this year’s nominees. Each year a few surprises will draw gasps from the seasoned observers dragged so early from their beds. In February 1991, the nomination of Ghost as Best Picture and Julia Roberts as Best Actress moved one jaded publicist to mutter: ‘My God, they’ve thrown in everything but the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles.’


Alarm clocks all over Beverly Hills have aroused contenders to learn their fate. Within minutes the news is burning up telephone lines to movie locations around the country and the world. Two thousand miles away, it adds renewed purpose to a task force arriving at the Chicago factory of R. S. Owens, where this year’s batch of one hundred Oscar statuettes has been in production since New Year’s Day. It may take decades to win an Academy Award, but making one is just five hours’ work for a team of twelve at Owens. Each statuette is hand-cast from a steel mould kept in a high-security vault when not in use. The basic material is Britannia metal, a pewter-like alloy of 90 per cent tin and 10 per cent antimony that is more often used for tableware. Each statuette is sanded and polished to a fine gleam, then plated successively in copper, nickel, silver and 24-carat gold, with each layer highly polished before the next one is applied. The finishing touch is a fine spray of epoxy lacquer, to protect the movie industry’s most cherished icon from the ravages of time. ‘If you’re lucky enough to win an Oscar,’ says Scott Siegel, the company’s president, ‘never polish it with cleaning solvents. Dusting him off every now and then is all you need to do.’


Each statuette is engraved with a serial number on the back of its base – Belgian black marble until 1945, these days made of brass. After a final inspection they are packed in custom-shaped Styrofoam containers, heavily insured, and transported by armoured vehicle to the Academy’s office in Beverly Hills.


At the end of each Academy Awards show, it comes as something of a shock to the winners that the first thing they must do the next morning is hand their Oscar back to the Academy. Their names and categories are faxed next morning to R. S. Owens, who make brass nameplates in Chicago and send them to Los Angeles to be affixed to the statuettes. The Oscars are returned to their anxious new owners, wherever they may be in the world, a week or so later.


R. S. Owens also manufacture the Emmy Awards, Miss America statuettes, the National Football League’s Most Valuable Player trophies and the Rock ’n’ Roll Hall of Fame awards. But the Oscars, says Siegel, are their favourite product, and the team who make them get a big kick out of the telecast. ‘They get to watch all the top people in Hollywood weeping with joy or stunned or hysterical when they win an Oscar we made here at our factory. It’s a real thrill.’ A lifetime maintenance programme is also part of the Owens service. ‘Whether they’re scratched or pitted or dented or tarnished, we make sure the Oscars return to Hollywood looking like winners.’


Now the statuettes stand in gleaming ranks backstage, fifty per table on each side of the proscenium, as out front giant 30-foot-high replicas beckon the presenters and potential winners who are beginning to arrive. In recent years the Oscar ‘Arrivals’ have become a permanent fixture of the telecast, the stars’ five-figure outfits embodying the wealth and glamour of the industry at whose annual general meeting the paying public is privileged to peek. Female arrivals have been vetted in advance by the Oscars’ official fashion co-ordinator, Hollywood couturier Fred Hayman, who can help them obtain a free gown for the evening from designers in search of publicity. ‘We don’t mind whose creation they wear,’ says Hayman, ‘as long as they are unique.’


After stepping gingerly out of their limos, Hollywood’s royalty parade down a red carpet between two blocks of stands crammed with fans who have waited as long as forty-eight hours – many camping overnight on the pavement – for their seats. Arrayed along one side are serried banks of television cameras from all over the world, eager to catch every passing icon for what will look like an exclusive interview. Behind them, six deep, stand the press photographers, calling out the stars’ names in the hope of a personal-looking wave or smile.


It can take a ‘hot’ name the best part of an hour to run this giant media gauntlet, waxing hopeful about the evening ahead, denying rumours about their personal lives, plugging their next project, time and time again. At its end, like Cerberus at the Gates of Hell, stands an elevated podium manned by Army Archerd, the Variety columnist who for years has acted as the Oscars’ outside emcee. Army is the stars’ last port of call before taking their seats inside; a few words for the benefit of the folks on the stands, not to mention the watching millions, are a small price to pay for the right to spend the rest of the year in reclusive silence. But don’t linger too long: the auditorium doors are firmly closed to all comers at 5.45 sharp. The only line then still lingering outside is that of the ‘seat-fillers’ – the volunteers in black ties and evening gowns who are shuffled in and out of the orchestra stalls as the celebs come and go. Both ABC and the Academy are intent that not one seat, at any time, shall be seen by the cameras to be empty.


Even back in the early forties, when this unique spectacle was half the size it is today, the whole experience proved too much for Raymond Chandler:




If you can go past those awful idiot faces on the bleachers outside the theater without a sense of the collapse of the human intelligence; and if you can go out into the night and see half the police force of Los Angeles gathered to protect the golden ones from the mob in the free seats, but not from the awful moaning sound they give out, like destiny whistling through a hollow shell; if you can do these things and still feel the next morning that the picture business is worth the attention of one single intelligent, artistic mind, then in the picture business you certainly belong because this sort of vulgarity, the very vulgarity from which the Oscars are made, is the inevitable price Hollywood exacts from its serfs.





Chandler’s pensées (rejected by the West Coast paper which had commissioned them) were echoed forty years later, in the television age, by the New York Times critic Vincent Canby. ‘Why do we watch this nonsense with such rapt attention?’ he asked in 1983. ‘More than any other program of its kind, the annual Oscar telecast epitomises American show-business, and where show-business happens to be at that particular moment . . . [The Oscar show] has to do not only with the movies, but also with television, with business and especially with the American civilisation, as it is and as it wants to see itself.’


Or, to put it another way: ‘The Oscars are some sort of masturbatory fantasy. People think: an Academy Award – now if I get a parking ticket I don’t have to pay it. I don’t put the award down. But, at my sanest, I would rather have a good three-man basketball game than sit here in my monkey suit.’ Thus Elliott Gould, a nominee in 1969. The rebellious star of the recently released M*A*S*H nevertheless proved willing to be a presenter on that year’s show, as did his then wife Barbra Streisand. Which rather proves Chandler’s point. Even the cinema’s anti-heroes are seduced by the siren song of the Oscar.


However rich and famous movie stars may become, however admired and envied by audiences and colleagues alike, their cup will not actually run over until their name emerges from one of Frank Johnson’s envelopes, and they can sob their way through an Oscar acceptance speech. Tonight’s winners will bask in the glow of apparent immortality – the highest honour even Hollywood can confer – as well as boosting their fantastical fees. For those already in possession of most that this world can offer, it is a consummation devoutly to be wished – and a wish they will go to any lengths to consummate.
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LEFT FOOT FORWARD




‘We want to thank all of you for watching us congratulate ourselves tonight’


Warren Beatty, 1976





ON THE EVENING OF 7 February 1990, the Hearing Room of the Hart Senate Building in Washington DC was converted into a state-of-the-art cinema for the disabled. Broad aisles were cleared for wheelchairs, the film was captioned especially for deaf members of the audience, the blind were provided with earpieces carrying a radio description of what was happening onscreen. It was, in the words of one of those present, ‘an unlikely showing in an unlikely location’. For the first time in movie history, a screening would be ‘universally accessible’.


Over drinks before the picture, an excited cross-section of the capital’s disabled community found themselves mixing with politicians, movie moguls and film stars. As Senators Edward Kennedy and Robert Dole chatted with the British actor Daniel Day Lewis, the usual news cameras were joined by those of television’s Entertainment Tonight. Even the White House was present, in the shape of the President’s counsel, C. Boyden Gray. A unique blend of Hollywood and Washington, the evening was billed as a ‘Reception and Celebration Supporting Legislation for Americans with Disabilities’. To supporters of Congressman Steny Hoyer’s Americans with Disabilities Act, it was just that. But to the representatives of Miramax, the movie distributors, it was a shrewd piece of Oscar campaigning.


The film to be screened was My Left Foot, a small-budget Irish biopic about the disabled writer Christy Brown, which few Americans had heard of – and even fewer seen – before Day Lewis began monopolising other major acting awards handed out in the weeks preceding the Hollywood Oscars. Miramax seized the moment, and here in Washington was the reclusive British actor to deliver a short and moving speech before the screening. He explained how he had spent two months in a Dublin hospital preparing for the role, meeting and studying victims of cerebral palsy, the disease with which Christy Brown had been born. He had insisted on spending the entire filming period in a wheelchair – his body contorted, arms twisted, speech slurred – even when off the set. He thought he had begun to understand what his audience had to live through every day of their lives. As the lights went down to thunderous applause, the Irish-born actor concluded with a ringing pledge to toast the ADA in a Dublin pub.


Only one detail, one very Hollywood detail, went wrong. On every seat was placed a small white box, which turned out to contain a white chocolate left foot. Though perhaps more suited to a horror movie, the chocolate foot was a bonus no one had thought to leave on the wheelchairs. On an evening entirely geared to proving that the disabled should not be treated as second-class citizens, those without the use of their legs thus found themselves deprived of their custom-made candy.


Across the nation in its movie capital, Los Angeles, a more conventional Oscar campaign for My Left Foot was already under way. The film’s producer and director, Noel Pearson and Jim Sheridan, were busy lobbying the film industry – and thus the Oscar electorate – in a long series of receptions and press conferences. ‘Noel and Jim really spent a lot of time in L.A. in December and January, just meeting people,’ said the executive vice-president of Miramax, Russell Schwarz. ‘We were in a unique position. There is a strong Irish community in L.A., which I didn’t know about before. A lot of people wanted to shake hands.’ Several thousand video-cassettes of the film were meanwhile mailed to the Academy’s voting membership, to spare them the ordeal of going out to the cinema.


Flesh-pressing was deemed unseemly for the elegant Day Lewis, who anyway prefers the reclusive lifestyle of a male Garbo. ‘It’s not the star’s place to do parties,’ said Schwarz. But the actor gave interviews to the important magazines and television shows, stressing all the time that he would not be bothering but for the good he might be able to do the ADA in general, and cerebral palsy in particular. Of the Washington reception, Schwarz ventured: ‘It wasn’t too Hollywood, and it did create awareness.’ The key to such personalised promoting, he said, is ‘knowing when to push tactfully’ and ‘having a film worthy of attention’.


All this came as a surprise to Daniel Day Lewis’s British following, who had seem him undergo an all too public breakdown only months before. Haunted by the death of his father Cecil, Britain’s Poet Laureate, Day Lewis had broken down while playing Hamlet at London’s Royal National Theatre in the autumn of 1989, the very time of My Left Foot’s release. Halfway through a performance, unable to continue, he had dramatically quit the stage; the ghost of Hamlet’s father had begun to turn into that of his own. In a rare interview with a London newspaper, he subsequently confessed that he might never act again, either on stage or screen. He had lost the appetite.


Yet here he suddenly was in the United States, treading the talkshow circuit he supposedly eschewed, looking like a Renaissance angel as he traded gags with Arsenio Hall.


Cut six weeks to Oscar Eve. Day Lewis has already been spotted by paparazzi in the bar of the Four Seasons Hotel, wrapped around his inamorata, Isabelle Adjani, days before Tom Cruise slips into the Bel Air Hotel at the last possible minute. It is Saturday evening, 23 March, and the polls for the 1989 Academy Awards have been closed for three days. Counted by the men from Price Waterhouse, the only people in the world who already know the Oscar results, the final tallies are now locked in a bank vault over the weekend. Most of the other nominees have been making themselves highly visible around town for a fortnight, trying to sway any floating voters; the word from the Cruise camp is that he has been too busy on location in Arizona for Days of Thunder to make all the goodwill appearances expected of Oscar hopefuls.


The truth was that Cruise was very apprehensive. Perennially tempted by low-grade movies, the young superstar might never have a better chance to win Best Actor; to do so, however, he would have to break several of Oscar’s unwritten rules. With the possible exception of his supporting role in Rain Man – for which his co-star, Dustin Hoffman, had been voted the previous year’s Best Actor – Cruise’s bravura performance in Oliver Stone’s Born on the Fourth of July was his first movie role remotely worthy of Academy Award status. That this was his first nomination was in itself a negative: Oscar history stacks the odds against first-time male nominees. At twenty-seven, moreover, Cruise would have to become the youngest Best Actor ever – a distinction won in 1977 by twenty-nine-year-old Richard Dreyfuss for The Goodbye Girl, thus upholding the ancient Oscar tradition that the best actors tend to be honoured for their worst pictures.


Hollywood punters were meanwhile relishing another, more cynical, Oscar truism. From Ray Milland’s alcoholic in Lost Weekend (1945) to Cliff Robertson’s retarded Charly (1968), actors seem to have had a hugely increased chance of winning an Oscar when playing physical or mental defectives. More recent examples abound, from Jack Nicholson’s mental patient in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975) to Hoffman’s autistic savant in Rain Man (1988). Now the 1989 Best Actor contest saw Cruise’s Ron Kovic wheelchair-to-wheelchair with Day Lewis’s Christy Brown.


Both, moreover, were playing real people, and the Oscar electorate has always shown a penchant for honouring the leading roles in biopics. A random sample over the years would include George Arliss as Disraeli (1929), Charles Laughton as Henry VIII (1932), Gary Cooper as Sergeant York (1941), Paul Scofield as Sir Thomas More (1966), George C. Scott as Patton (1970), Robert De Niro as Jake La Motta (1980), Ben Kingsley as Gandhi (1982) and F. Murray Abraham as Salieri (1984).


As Cruise lay low at the Bel Air, eating in the solitude of his room rather than joining his co-nominee Robin Williams and show host Billy Crystal in the hotel restaurant, his chances of a win still seemed tantalisingly stronger than those precedents might suggest – largely because the opposition looked unusually weak. The other nominees, apart from Day Lewis, were Morgan Freeman for Driving Miss Daisy, Robin Williams for Dead Poets Society and another little-known young Englishman, Kenneth Branagh, in the title role of a movie version of Shakespeare’s Henry V which he had also produced and directed. Oscar history put them all at a distinct disadvantage.


Cruise’s main asset in the Best Actor race was not so much his own superstardom – in Oscar terms, as much a liability as an asset – as the commercial and artistic success of the film in which he had won his nomination. The Oscar electorate, though suspicious of the biggest box-office stars, prefers to vote for box-office hits. Born on the Fourth of July had earned $60 million by the time of the awards, and had garnered seven other Oscar nominations – as useful to its producers in the Best Picture category as to its potential Best Actor in his. Cruise’s own box-office takings in the previous seven years – the aggregate gross of all the films in which he had starred since 1982 – had already exceeded an impressive $662 million, compared with $317 million for Robin Williams, $172 million for Morgan Freeman, $101 million for Daniel Day Lewis and a mere $6.5 million for Kenneth Branagh.


Of the film awards which precede the Oscars, and wield a considerable influence upon the Academy members’ votes, however, Cruise had won just one, the Golden Globe (Drama). Freeman had won two, the Golden Globe (Musical/Comedy) and the National Board of Review. Day Lewis had won nine, including three US ‘majors’: the Los Angeles Film Critics, the National Society of Film Critics and the New York Film Critics Circle. Neither Williams nor Branagh had won any – not even Cannes, traditionally regarded as upmarket and ‘arty’, which had gone to James Spader of Sex, Lies and Videotape.


Branagh looked the weakest runner from several points of view. He was the least known, and his film was the lowest-grossing nominee. He was at a further, usually terminal, disadvantage as the only Best Actor nominee whose film was not also nominated for Best Picture. He had won no other significant awards, and his film had taken only $4.9 million at the box office, even less than My Left Foot. At twenty-nine, though two years older than Cruise, he was probably still too young to win, especially at his first attempt.


The young Briton had been shrewd enough to put himself on display on the Los Angeles stage during the voting period,* starring in two of his own Shakespeare productions with the Renaissance Theatre Company, which he himself actor-managed. But his main Oscar asset was really the shadow of Laurence Olivier, with whom he was already earning handy comparisons. His 1946 version of Henry V had won the thirty-nine-year-old Olivier a Special Oscar for his ‘outstanding achievement’ in bringing Shakespeare to the screen, despite two unsuccessful nominations for Best Actor and Best Picture. Branagh, unlike Olivier, had also secured a further nomination as Best Director – but he seemed even less likely to win that.


Robin Williams could also be confidently written off, primarily because of the Academy’s traditional aversion to comedies and comedians – especially those who had made their names on television and were still regarded in the movie world as arrivistes. Comedies are perhaps the most popular movie genre to have won the fewest Oscars. Only three men have won the Best Actor award in overtly comedic roles: James Stewart in The Philadelphia Story (1940), Lee Marvin in Cat Ballou (1965) and Richard Dreyfuss in The Goodbye Girl (1977). None of the great names of screen comedy, from Charlie Chaplin and the Marx Brothers through Danny Kaye to Cary Grant ever won a single Oscar; while one of the greatest, Jack Lemmon, won his only Best Actor award for the earnest social drama Save the Tiger, not for Some Like It Hot, The Apartment or The Odd Couple. Woody Allen’s Annie Hall (1977) was the only comedy to win Best Picture since Tony Richardson’s Tom Jones in 1963.


W. C. Fields complained about this as early as 1936, when the Oscars were only nine years old: ‘Any actor knows that comedy is more difficult, requires more artistry. It is pretty easy to fool an audience with a little crepe hair and a dialect. It seems to me that a comedian who really makes people laugh should be as eligible for an award as a tragedian who makes people cry.’ But Robin Williams could take no more recent cheer from such examples as that of Steve Martin, whose performance in All of Me won him two major 1984 awards, the New York Film Critics and the National Society of Film Critics – yet not even an Oscar nomination, despite a thin acting year, when the eventual winner was F. Murray Abraham for Amadeus over Jeff Bridges (Starman), Albert Finney (Under the Volcano), Tom Hulce (Amadeus) and Sam Waterston (The Killing Fields).


Could the Cruise-Day Lewis face-off allow the popular Morgan Freeman to slide between them to victory? Statistics may not reflect social attitudes, but it was an undeniable fact facing Freeman’s supporters that only once had a Leading Role Oscar gone to a black actor, Sidney Poitier, for Lilies of the Field in 1963. Since the 1970s the Oscar show had been regularly picketed by protesters bearing such banners as ‘Who Will Win Best White Actor and Best White Actress?’ Only twice had black actors won the Supporting Oscar: Hattie McDaniel for Gone with the Wind (1939) and Louis Gossett Jr for An Officer and a Gentleman (1982). With Denzel Washington strongly fancied to become the third this year, for his role in Glory, the odds against a win for Morgan Freeman lengthened even more.


The only Oscar syndrome on Freeman’s side, apart from one previous nomination, was a conspicuous display of his versatility. He was also on screen that year in Lean on Me, Johnny Handsome and Glory; and the voters have often displayed a tendency towards ‘body of work’ awards. But another, more powerful, factor was against him. Given the universal confidence that the Best Actress award would go to his Driving Miss Daisy co-star, Jessica Tandy, Freeman was up against the fact that the two major acting awards had gone to the same film on only five occasions in sixty-two years: 1934 (Clark Gable and Claudette Colbert, It Happened One Night), 1975 (Jack Nicholson and Louise Fletcher, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest), 1976 (Peter Finch and Faye Dunaway, Network), 1978 (Jon Voight and Jane Fonda, Coming Home) and 1981 (Henry Fonda and Katharine Hepburn, On Golden Pond).


Almost as daunting for Day Lewis and Branagh was the Academy’s apparent isolationism. In sixty-two years of the Oscars, 75 per cent of the awards had gone to Americans. The British might have been runners-up, but only thirteen had previously won Best Actor – and only five of those in films, like both My Left Foot and Henry V, financed and made in the British Isles.


Cruise and Day Lewis qualified for two other bonuses from the Oscar handicappers: playing out of character, and wearing lots of make-up. Also going for Day Lewis, despite his Irish passport, was the Academy’s penchant for actors who put on accents. But beginner’s luck, most unusually, could apply to any of the 1989 nominees. It was extremely rare for the five candidates to boast only two previous nominations between them – Williams for Good Morning, Vietnam and Freeman for a supporting role in Street Smart, both in 1987.


Of the four main acting groups, Best Actors are statistically the least likely to win at their first nomination; fewer than half the Best Actor awards have gone to first-time nominees, compared with two-thirds for Best Actresses. In the 1970s only two of the male winners, Art Carney and Richard Dreyfuss, were first-time nominees, though the 1980s had seen a dramatic increase as Ben Kingsley, F. Murray Abraham, William Hurt and Michael Douglas began to reverse a fifty-year trend. But all were then well into their careers, and all had been familiar names and faces (onstage if not onscreen) for some years. Kingsley and Abraham, moreover, broke all the rules by winning in their first major picture.


But Oscar ‘rules’, like any others, are there to be broken. This was the only consolation for the two second-time nominees, who otherwise had very little else going for them beyond their performances – the last consideration, all too often, to some of the electorate. Would this year see the Best Actor award, amid all this statistical confusion, find its way to the most outstanding performer? Could this be one of those years when one performance actually did stand out from the others? History suggested that Freeman might perhaps be helped by the clean sweep which seemed to be beckoning Driving Miss Daisy, Williams by the showbiz nuance that he had co-hosted the awards show in 1985. As Branagh flew back from Japan for the ceremony, dozing in the back of his airport limo en route, he wondered if his tussle with international datelines had been worth it. ‘Of course,’ his executive producer, Stephen Evans, reassured him. ‘How else are they going to hear about Henry V in Middle America?’


A crew-cut Cruise, clutching the arm of his co-star and future bride, Nicole Kidman, slid past the stands as quietly as possible, by-passing Army Archerd’s television podium and lowering his head as he entered the auditorium. An extravagant Day Lewis, by contrast, made an almost regal progress through the crowds, his Regency evening dress and shoulder-length hair worthy of Beau Brummell. He had shared his limousine downtown with his director, two producers and co-nominee Brenda Fricker, but he wasn’t going to share his heady moment at the heart of the Hollywood razzamatazz.


Tonight would ensure a dramatic alteration to one of their lives. To both Cruise and Day Lewis, whatever public platitudes they mumbled, the result mattered desperately. The ceremony ahead might be an unashamed piece of Hollywood propaganda, but it would offer its chosen ones every actor’s dream in perpetuum: beyond the coveted respect of their peers, a further boost to their already prodigious paydays and the power to pick and choose between custom-built roles. Even the most sanguine of performers, usually to their shame, find Oscar fever thrillingly irresistible.


Thanks to the Oscar, the American motion picture industry promotes its wares each year to more than a billion people in one hundred countries worldwide – a larger audience than any global sporting event, any royal wedding – in a star-studded marathon television advertisement, good for at least three months of cunning advance build-up. The performers give their services free, and the Academy even profits from its own hype, deriving most of its income from the TV royalties.


Behind the smokescreen of glamour, schmaltz and supposed artistic achievement, Hollywood’s Academy Awards are of course all about money. For performers, an Academy Award adds instant digits to the already huge fees they command, as well as conferring a distinct hint of immortality. For producers and distributors, a mere nomination is enough to wreathe a film and its makers in dollar signs. A win can double even a hit movie’s box office.


Among recent Best Pictures, The Last Emperor grossed 68 per cent of its $44 million after being nominated; Platoon 71 per cent of its $138 million, and Rain Man 41 per cent of its $172 million. Even proven box-office hits, which tend to win Best Picture less often, can be given a new lease of commercial life by an Oscar: Out of Africa, for instance, added $37 million to its pre-nomination $50 million, and Amadeus more than doubled its $23.6 million (see Appendix D). A survey by one of the leading box-office data banks, Entertainment Data Inc. of Beverly Hills, suggests that the Best Picture winner goes on to earn an average of $30 million in post-win box office. This Oscar bonus is almost as much as the average total gross – $36 million – for all wide-release films.


Even losing Best Picture nominees do well out of their six-week run for their money. In 1988, all four losers jumped an average of 20 per cent the week after the Oscar telecast; distributors are usually pleased by anything better than a 25 per cent decrease in week-on-week box office. Over the past eight years, losing Best Picture nominees have gone on to earn an average of $6 million in post-awards box office.


Even in Hollywood, nobody pretends that the Oscars are entirely about artistic merit. Originally launched to help repair the industry’s tarnished image, they are now largely about what press agents call ‘positioning’. A long list of apparent irrelevancies such as age, public image, previous track record, popularity within the industry and above all box-office bankability count for as much as the actual performance among many Oscar voters – who tend to be the older, often retired, members of the film community. Their average age has been computed at sixty. ‘The nature of the Academy membership is elderly,’ as one director put it. ‘Everyone in it is as old as God and hasn’t worked in twenty years.’


‘It’s like the last vestige for somebody who used to be active in the business,’ says the Hollywood Reporter’s Robert Osborne, himself a veteran of the Oscar circuit and the awards’ official historian. Movie people who have seen better days ‘can still hang in there and feel like they’re part of the raging tides going on because of the Oscars.’ Osborne professed himself surprised, on once glimpsing the membership list kept top secret by the Academy, to find it full of ‘lightweights’: ‘There seemed to be a lot of Virginia Mayos.’ Robert Solo, the producer of Colors, has formed the same impression after years attending Academy screenings: ‘Sometimes I get the feeling that they sent the bus down to the Motion Picture Country Home and drove everybody into Beverly Hills to see a movie.’ So what effect does this have on their voting habits? They may have liberal politics but their cinematic taste is distinctly conservative, as witnessed by such recent Best Picture choices as Gandhi over ET, Ordinary People over Raging Bull (voted by US critics the finest film of the 1980s), and Out of Africa over Prizzi’s Honor. As the same director puts it: ‘Institutions aren’t the best judges of a work of art, just like the Academie des Beaux-Arts rejected the Impressionists.’
















	Table 1 Membership of the Academy’s branches (March 1992)







	Actors


	26.9%


	1,341







	Directors


	5.6%


	282







	Writers


	7.6%


	377







	Musicians


	4.7%


	236







	Art Directors


	5.8%


	291







	Cinematographers


	2.8%


	142







	Editors


	4.0%


	202







	Sound Technicians


	7.2%


	360







	Motion Picture Executives


	7.4%


	369







	Producers


	8.1%


	404







	Public Relations Directors


	6.6%


	331







	Short Subject Film-makers


	4.7%


	237







	Members-at-large


	8.4%


	421







	Total voting members


	 


	4,993







	Non-voting associates


	 


	448







	Total membership


	 


	5,441








The Oscar electorate comprises the 5,000-plus members of the thirteen branches of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (see Table 1), whose membership rules are not unlike those of a gentlemen’s club. Oscar nominees are automatically invited to join; candidates must otherwise be proposed by two existing members, able to boast solo credits in at least two commecial or critical hits, and approved by a sub-committee of the board of governors. Membership costs $150 a year. It entitles cardholders to free screenings at the Samuel Goldwyn Theater, the Academy’s private cinema within its plush Wilshire Boulevard headquarters, refurbished in 1990 to become the world’s most sophisticated screening room. The Oscar electorate, the crème de la crème of the motion picture industry, rarely watch films in the company of the moviegoing public, the people who pay their vast incomes – let alone knee-deep in popcorn, surrounded by screaming children. Megastars do not, of course, venture out even to the Academy’s private cinema; they will assess the cinematography of, say, Lawrence of Arabia on the strength of a video sent round to their home.


Members resident overseas enjoy similar privileges; in London, for instance, weekly private screenings are arranged by the Academy’s UK representatives in a private cinema in Soho Square. Clearly, the committees choosing the films for screening wield considerable influence on the Oscar results – especially in Beverly Hills. Though their names too are jealously guarded, the Academy’s theatre operations co-ordinator, Candice Courtney, has confided that there are only eighty to a hundred slots per year – or roughly two per weekend. Many of the smaller independent films thus continue to go unnoticed. ‘Every year there are a number of movies that we’d like to screen, but don’t have time,’ says Courtney. The Oscar electorate, in order words, sees pretty much the same mainstream movies as those favoured by the middlebrow paying public – and has broadly similar tastes.


There is no guarantee, however, that this august group of voters will actually have seen the films they tick on the list of eligible candidates sent out to them each January. Busy moguls have been known to let their secretaries or mistresses mark their cards for them. In 1978 Mrs Henry Fonda confessed to the Chicago Tribune’s Gene Siskel that she and another star’s wife had filled out their husbands’ ballot forms on a number of occasions – prompting a pained response from the Academy’s then president, Howard W. Koch: ‘I’m sure this sort of thing happens on the rare occasion. Anyone who talks about it, however, is very foolish.’


To be eligible for consideration, a film must run in at least one cinema in the Los Angeles area for a minimum of a week prior to midnight on New Year’s Eve. Hence the timing of the release of most Oscar contenders, in mid-December, both to capitalise on the Christmas market and to be fresh in the minds of the Oscar electorate during the voting period. The one exception to this rule is Woody Allen, whose covert method of thumbing his nose at the whole process is to release his movies in February or March, the worst possible time in the Oscar cycle. Though the ceremony is held on a Monday night, when he is usually playing the clarinet at Michael’s Pub in New York, Woody’s indifference to the entire business has not stopped him winning Oscars.


Ballot papers go out in early January, with a reminder list of eligible films, their cast and personnel. The nominations are decided by the vote of members of the relevant branch: actors, in other words, vote for actors, directors for directors, writers for writers, and so on. Much to the chagrin of Hollywood agents, who have for years been campaigning in vain to become a branch of the Academy, publicists, too, get in on the act. The only branch without its own award, the public relations fraternity may vote only for Best Picture. Once the nominations have been announced in mid-February, six weeks before the awards are presented, the winners in all categories are decided by a further vote of all members of the Academy, regardless of the branch to which they belong. Do set designers know much about music? Or sound men about editing? Or actors about cinematography? Not much more than the average moviegoer, but that’s the way the system works.


The Academy never reveals voting figures, so no one apart from Price Waterhouse, the official scrutineers, knows what percentage of the electorate actually return their ballots – rumoured to be less than half – or who beat whom by what margin. Nor does anyone know, given a secret ballot, who voted for whom (though everyone of course claims to have voted for the winner once the results are known). But there is no question, as is so often hinted, of foul play. Those two grave-looking men from Price Waterhouse, whose very greyness endows the show with both drama and authority, are the slickest public relations trick in the whole ingenious ritual.


‘These two ritualistically dumpy men,’ in the words of the writer David Mamet (once a nominee, once a ‘backstage wife’), ‘reassure us that, in spite of the vast rewards to be gained by irregularity, our interests as a people are being protected. There still may be a surprise winner; God and the Devil still exist . . .’


Apart from God and the Devil, the main wild card in the complex equation which creates Oscar winners is hype. Ever since Joan Crawford bucked the studio system by hiring her own publicity agent in 1945, increasingly ingenious stunts have been devised to woo the Oscar votes of Academy members. The whole system approached crisis in 1960 when John Wayne and his co-star in The Alamo, Chill Wills, went to extremes regarded even in Hollywood as tasteless (see pp. 221–4). Gregory Peck’s three-year presidency of the Academy, from 1967 to 1970, was distinguished by a sustained attempt to stifle the extraneous influences brought to bear on Oscar voters. Every year since, the annual Oscar mailshot to voters has been accompanied by a stern warning from the Governors of the Board of the Academy against ‘crude solicitations’:




This year, as in the past, you will be importuned by advertisement, promotional gifts and other lobbying tactics, in an attempt to solicit your vote. Each year, these crude and excessive solicitations embarrass the Academy, embarrass you and demean the significance of the Academy Award of Merit for outstanding achievement. All attempts by the Academy to discourage such promotions and advertisements have been in vain.


We call upon each Academy member to disregard these attempts to influence your vote and we urge you to register your displeasure with those who, in an unrestrained and ambitious manner, attempt to do so. Excellence in filmmaking is the ONLY valid criterion for casting a vote for an Academy Award, and it is for your judgement of that excellence that the Academy has asked you to vote. No extraneous factors should be allowed to color your consideration of excellence.


The Academy, the film industry and the world must trust your judgement.





For all the efforts of President Peck, it is now an accepted part of the annual ‘positioning’ process that an expensive series of giant colour advertisements are placed in trade magazines such as Daily Variety and the Hollywood Reporter, addressing themselves directly to the voters with the tasteful plea, ‘For your consideration’. Academy members are bombarded with literature about eligible films, reminders of screenings, video- and audio-cassettes – even bottles of champagne, dinner invitations and beguilingly chi-chi gifts. Though the Academy rules strictly forbid personal electioneering, that means little beyond a ban on direct solicitation of votes – or bribery. Much of the pre-Oscar romancing is aimed at the Golden Globe awards, voted and presented by the Hollywood Foreign Press Association; these are the last major awards before the Oscars, announced just before the closing date for nominations, upon which they can wield a considerable influence. With fewer than a hundred members, and far less strict rules, the Foreign Press Association are a prime target for movie publicists really in search of a shot at the Academy Awards.


The announcement of the Oscar nominations is the signal for a second round of hype, which puts the first in the shade. For individual actors and directors, it is deemed okay to campaign for a nomination – but unseemly, once nominated, to campaign for the award. This is very much the province of the studios and their publicists, who now move in with big promotional budgets to pull out every stop ever invented. Any film gaining any nomination(s) will now be re-released or see its distribution dramatically broadened. Producers of films nominated for Best Picture reckon to spend at least $500,000 on promotion during the six-week voting period from the announcement of nominations in mid-February to the close of final balloting in late March, during which all nominated films are screened in the Goldwyn Theater, as advertised by the Academy in a special handout to members. Nominees have even been known to hang around the Academy’s headquarters during these screenings; one voter recalls being ‘extremely impressed’ in 1988, on leaving a showing of Stand and Deliver, to find its nominated star, Edward James Olmos, waiting to shake his hand on the way out.


Overdoing all this, however, is thought somewhat vulgar, and can often prove counter-productive. ‘There are a lot of special mailers, but I don’t think they’re particularly effective,’ says Irwin Winkler, Oscar-winning producer of Rocky. ‘They are more annoying than anything else. All they show is that some people are so desperate that they will do anything to get a vote.’ Retired studio executives have been known to rent out their mailing list of Academy members and their addresses at $3,000 a time – plus postage.


Poor Pauline Collins, nominated in 1989 for a one-off movie success in Shirley Valentine, was advised to hire herself a Hollywood press agent if she wanted to stand any chance of beating Michelle Pfeiffer, Isabelle Adjani and the two Jessicas, Tandy and Lange. When she telephoned one such ‘fixer’ from London, she heard words to the effect of: ‘Thanks, but no thanks. You don’t stand a snowflake’s chance of winning. Just thank God for the nomination, get yourself over here for the celebrations, and have a good time.’ Collins quietly complied; it seemed the English thing to do.


The sixty-second Academy Awards, presented on 26 March 1990, marked an increasingly rare accolade for the British film industry: no fewer than ten Oscar nominations for British-financed films.


Taking on the might of Oliver Stone’s Born on the Fourth of July and Bruce Beresford’s Driving Miss Daisy were two low-budget movies made in the British Isles with British money, Branagh’s audacious Henry V and Ireland’s heroic My Left Foot, with eight nominations between them. Also nominated for acting awards were Collins, a surprise choice for the transfer of her stage success to the screen, and Day Lewis’s co-star Brenda Fricker, for her performance as Christy Brown’s long-suffering mother. All along, however, it was a British-born expatriate who looked the most likely to win; Hollywood sentiment seemed certain to ensure that her performance in the American-made Driving Miss Daisy would crown eighty-year-old Jessica Tandy the oldest Oscar-winner ever.


Though the Oscar fortunes of the British film industry have fluctuated over the years, its actors owe a comparatively high strike-rate to the exaggerated American reverence for the English stage. Even nine-times-nominated Meryl Streep has confessed to feeling ‘vastly intimidated’ by English actors. ‘We American actors think we’re just a bunch of slobs compared to them.’


It was in only the third year of the Oscars that the first Briton, George Arliss, won Best Actor, though he set a long-term trend by doing so in an American film, Disraeli (1929). Of the twelve Britons named Best Actor in the subsequent sixty years, only four won in British films, all of them biopics – Charles Laughton as Henry VIII, Laurence Olivier as Hamlet, Paul Scofield as Sir Thomas More in A Man for All Seasons and Ben Kingsley in the title role of Gandhi.


Eleven British-born actresses from Vivien Leigh and Greer Garson to Julie Andrews and Maggie Smith had meanwhile won Best Actress for American-made films, but only two in British films – Julie Christie (for Darling) and Glenda Jackson (Women in Love). Of the eight Britons to win Best Supporting Actor and the five to win Best Supporting Actress, only one of each were in British-made films: Sir John Mills (Ryan’s Daughter) and Dame Peggy Ashcroft (A Passage to India), both directed by David Lean.


Before the 1989 results, that made forty-three acting Oscars for Britain in sixty-one years – or a success rate of almost 20 per cent. In terms of nominations, the statistics improved. Olivier’s ten remains a male record, second only to Katharine Hepburn’s all-time record of twelve. Two more Britons, Peter O’Toole and Richard Burton, hold the dubious distinction of the most nominations – seven each – without a single win.


A survey by Emanuel Levy, professor of sociology and film of Columbia University, New York (And the Winner Is . . ., Continuum, New York, 1990) showed that British representation had ranged from 11 per cent in the 1950s to a high of 31 per cent in the 1960s. In that dire decade for Hollywood, 40 per cent of all acting nominees were non-American. In 1964 and 1983, no fewer than seven of the nine Best Actor nominees were British – though only one of them won, Rex Harrison in My Fair Lady in 1964, triumphing over Peter Sellers, Richard Burton and Peter O’Toole. In 1983 the lone American nominee, Robert Duvall (playing against type, as a country-and-western singer, in Tender Mercies) prevailed over Michael Caine, Tom Conti, Tom Courtenay and Albert Finney.


A victory in 1990 for Branagh, Day Lewis or any of their colleagues would thus defy history as well as the system: But above all it would cheer on the lonely handful of British producers still managing to raise their finance at home. The late 1980s had seen a dramatic decline in British film production; only twenty-seven feature films were made in Britain in 1989, compared with more than fifty the year before and an average of seventy in the mid-1980s. These days, thanks to the box-office brain drain, it was more common to see British talent at work in big-budget, big-revenue American films. Each of the previous two years had seen a British-born director, now working in Hollywood, nominated for an American film: Adrian Lyne for Fatal Attraction and Alan Parker for Mississippi Burning.


Among the 1989 nominations for Best Director, alongside Oliver Stone and Woody Allen, were one Englishman (Branagh), one Irishman (Sheridan) and an Australian (Peter Weir, for Dead Poets Society). Highly conspicuous by his absence was another Australian, Bruce Beresford, who had directed the apparent front-runner for Best Picture, Driving Miss Daisy. Not since Grand Hotel sixty years before, at the fifth Academy Awards ceremony in 1931–2, had Best Picture gone to a film whose director had not even been nominated.


The five Best Picture nominees for the 1989 Academy Awards, chosen from 217 eligible feature-length films – the smallest total since 1982’s all-time low of 175 – all reflected what Hollywood likes to call the ‘humanistic’ values notably absent from the year’s top-grossing film, Batman. The odd man out was Born on the Fourth of July, which pulled out all the stops to sell audiences a still unpopular attitude towards Vietnam and its aftermath. The other four films were all what is known in the trade as ‘soft’: that is, in the definition of the Los Angeles Times’s Sean Mitchell, ‘stories whose power does not depend on high body counts, special effects, elaborate plots, physical comedy or epic grandeur.’ Soft movies can be box-office poison; to the Academy, however, they tend to reflect what Mitchell calls ‘the film industry’s sporadic attempts at high purpose atop its pudgy body of commerce.’


The least likely to win was the least commercially successful, Ireland’s My Left Foot, which had grossed a mere $14.4 million by the time of the awards, fully 80 per cent of it (from $2.8 million) since the announcement of its nomination. For Pearson and Sheridan, winning the nomination looked itself enough of a victory against huge odds. The most commercially successful of the five, going into the awards, was Dead Poets Society, which had grossed $95.3 million, of which some $21 million post-dated the nominations. Field of Dreams had grossed $63.4 million, but it had been released the previous April, too early to be a serious contender, and had thus added only $600,000 as a result of its nomination.


Touchstone Pictures had lost votes for Dead Poets Society by sending Academy members a video-cassette featuring an intermittent ‘crawl’ at the foot of the screen, listing the film’s box-office figures, citing its Golden Globe nominations and quoting favourable reviews. ‘There’s been a lot of grumbling about it,’ conceded an Academy official. ‘It would seem to have been counter-productive.’ Voters were also offended to receive a video of Disney’s The Little Mermaid – part of its pitch for the music awards – punctuated by anti-piracy warnings. Utterly wasted on Academy members were the plugs for the Universal Studios theme park which opened the Field of Dreams cassettes. Goldwyn’s limited budget for promoting Henry V restricted them to mailing out copies of the trailer only, while Fox very shrewdly edited everything but the special effects out of The Abyss.


The clear front-runners for Best Picture of 1989 were Born on the Fourth of July and Driving Miss Daisy – polar opposites in their emotional and intellectual appeal both to moviegoers and to the Academy’s voters. ‘The news is that there are people out there who want more than rapes and car chases and violence,’ rejoiced Richard D. Zanuck, producer of Driving Miss Daisy, a study of the relationship between a southern Jewish matron and her loyal black chauffeur. To Zanuck, the 1989 list was little different in kind from most other years, with the significant caveat that each producer had overcome great difficulties to get his movie made. ‘Each of these pictures represents the passions of film-makers and not of the studios,’ he said. ‘But it’s wonderful for us and other film-makers to know that there’s an audience out there that will embrace a story like Driving Miss Daisy that has no obvious elements going for it.’


Oliver Stone considered his film ‘a liberal choice’ by the Academy, especially after it had shut out two other controversial films, Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing (which had won the Los Angeles Film Critics award) and Michael Moore’s angry documentary about General Motors, Roger & Me. ‘All five of the [Best Picture nominees] are aberrations, unconventional visions,’ said Stone. ‘Dead Poets Society – when was the last time there was a movie about poetry? Most people would probably assume My Left Foot is a downer, but you see it and realise it is very life-affirming.’ Field of Dreams reminded him of Spielberg’s E.T. ‘I suppose Driving Miss Daisy is the least aberrant in that it was a play before being adapted.’


The decisive difference between them was a brilliant Warner Bros marketing campaign which saw Driving Miss Daisy ride into the voting period on a critical and box-office high. By the time of the awards, each film had taken some $60 million at the box office, but Miss Daisy had take $27.4m of that since the nominations, compared with only $ 11.4m for Fourth of July. Warner had given Zanuck’s film a very limited opening the previous December, to ensure Oscar eligibility while conserving its box-office energies until the voting period. As the rave reviews began to pile up, they stepped on the box-office gas, widening its distribution to 895 screens three weeks before the nominations and 1,397 as they were announced. Between mid-February and late March the film coasted on the strength of nine Oscar nominations; then, on winning Best Picture, Warner’s put their corporate foot to the floor to the widest point of release, at 1,668 screens nationwide. There followed a post-victory cruise of more than $30 million, past the magic $100 million mark – an extraordinary achievement for so rarefied a product.


The gradual expansion of Driving Miss Daisy’s release came after Born on the Fourth of July had peaked at the box office, and coincided with a political backlash against Stone’s film. As the year began – even as late as mid-February, when it scooped eight nominations – Stone’s powerful version of the memoirs of a paraplegic Vietnam vet, Ron Kovic, appeared to have all the ingredients of a certain winner. Yet Driving Miss Daisy pipped it to Best Picture, and Fourth of July won only two Oscars – for Best Director and Editing. ‘I think the film is honest,’ said Stone, backstage, visibly dismayed despite his own Oscar for direction. ‘It was attacked by a poorly motivated right wing. Because it is political, it made a lot of people angry.’


Stone’s constant politicising in the press had taken its toll on some Academy members. They had already given multiple honours to his Platoon, three years before; they were wearied by the hectoring tone of his films, and dismayed to hear that Born on the Fourth of July was but the second of a planned Vietnam trilogy. The voters might also have become ‘tired’, as one producer put it, ‘of hearing Ron Kovic say he was considering running for office.’ Said another insider: ‘It’s a matter of timing in a campaign. Platoon was a big success on the same subject as Born. Academy members might have felt Oliver Stone had already been rewarded enough.’


Warner’s marketing strategy for Driving Miss Daisy opened other Oscar doors. As Stone’s box office began to fall away during the voting period, Miss Daisy was turning into the year’s fiscal Cinderella, giving the voters a perennially welcome opportunity to vote for a well-acted exponent of liberal moral values over a violent, blood-stained epic. Unlike Born on the Fourth of July, as one voter pointed out, Driving Miss Daisy ‘had no violence and no sex . . . It’s the kind of movie you wish Hollywood would make more of – one with decent values.’ With overwhelming public support on its side, Daisy started to feel like a winner. After the event, even the Academy’s president, Karl Malden, dropped his supposed impartiality to comment: ‘Driving Miss Daisy is a real film about real people. That’s why it won, and that’s why it deserved to.’


‘Anything that tugs at your emotions has a good chance for a Best Picture award,’ said Zanuck. ‘I’ve worked on a lot of films, but it’s rare to receive this much mail. Over a thousand letters saying “My mother/grandmother is like her” poured in. Academy voters felt those same emotions.’ The producer also believed that the film’s budget of $7.5 million, low by Hollywood standards, appealed to the industry, underlining the fact that movies did not need major stars to make money and win Oscars. ‘Nothing’s automatic about the Oscars,’ says Zanuck, ‘but I felt all along that the actors had a real good shot at a nomination, especially Jessica Tandy.’


At 80 years and 293 days, Jessica Tandy became the oldest actor or actress ever to win an Oscar (beating 1975’s Best Supporting Actor, George Burns, by 224 days*). She was also only the seventh actress to have won the Leading Role Oscar at her first nomination, following Mary Pickford (Coquette, 1928), Ginger Rogers (Kitty Foyle, 1940), Judy Holliday (Born Yesterday, 1950), Shirley Booth (Come Back, Little Sheba, 1952), Louise Fletcher (One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, 1975) and Marlee Matlin (Children of a Lesser God, 1986).


‘I’m on cloud nine,’ Tandy told the audience. Afterwards, at the Governors’ Ball, she told Karl Malden: ‘Now we’ve all got one.’ For a moment, the Academy president couldn’t think what his old friend meant. Then she explained: forty years on, she had at last joined the rest of the original Broadway cast of A Streetcar Named Desire – Malden, Marlon Brando and Kim Hunter – in winning an Oscar. ‘Brando, Kim and I found ourselves hired for the movie,’ Malden recalled. ‘But the studio wanted a big screen star for Jessica’s role, Blanche Dubois, and of course the part went to Vivien Leigh – and won her her second Oscar. At the time, Jessica was none too pleased. Now, I guess she can afford to smile and forget.’


The scandal of the 1989 Oscars, without precedent in sixty years, was the omission of Driving Miss Daisy’s director, Bruce Beresford. The show’s host, Billy Crystal, acknowledged as much in front of the watching millions, by hailing the Best Picture winner as ‘the film which apparently directed itself’. Comparisons were made with the great Oscar scandal of 1985, when Steven Spielberg’s The Color Purple was nominated for Best Picture, but its director himself omitted. Although the Directors Guild taught the Academy some manners that year by handing Spielberg its top award, The Color Purple was doubly snubbed with no awards at all from its eight nominations, as Sydney Pollack’s Out of Africa swept the board.


‘On paper,’ reflected the Los Angeles Times’s Jack Matthews, ‘these two films have a lot in common: both are adapted from works by Southern writers looking at Southern racial issues and both were directed by white outsiders. On the screen, they were worlds apart – one stylistically aggressive, the other subdued. Just so were the reactions to the snubbing of their directors.’ Where Spielberg had wondered out loud what he had to do to win the Academy’s favour, Beresford maintained a dignified silence.


Though his film had won four Oscars, including Best Picture, while Spielberg’s had won nothing, Beresford’s treatment at the hands of the Academy caused nothing like the same outcry as its snub to the home-grown wunderkind. But Driving Miss Daisy had not provoked racial controversy, as had The Color Purple. Beresford, moreover, was neither a Hollywood insider nor a proven blockbuster. The Australian’s best previous films, Breaker Morant and Tender Mercies, had barely registered at the box office (although the latter had won a Best Actor award for Robert Duvall). And Beresford had failed to land a nomination from his peers in the Directors Guild, whose awards have a major influence on the Academy’s.


Since the marriage consummated in 1952 between the Academy Awards and television – a shotgun wedding, at the time, between deadly rivals – the garish character of the Oscar ceremony seems to have become an elemental part of its mass audience appeal. The overlong acceptance speech, the overblown production number, the over-the-top sets and costumes – all are now essential constituents of the viewing public’s love–hate relationship with a show which has become a modern American institution. That the proceedings are irremediably tacky is now part of the fun. ‘It’s a thrill’, as one enthusiast wrote in 1990, ‘to be confronted with production numbers that are genuinely innocent in their awfulness; to see one contrived duo of celebrity presenters after another fumble their way through TelePrompTered shtick; and to see some of the most beloved actresses in the world try to out-sequin each other for the honour of appearing in the “worst-dressed” columns of gossip writers everywhere.’


But wasn’t the Oscar telecast boring? ‘Nonsense. A few stretches may be tailor-made for a beer run . . . but these are mere interludes within an orgy of kitsch.’ The awards were ‘a chintzy exercise in movie-industry vanity, a terminally mediocre affair that continues to celebrate and define the lower-middlebrow aesthetic of mainstream Hollywood.’


For their first fifteen years, the Academy Awards were presented at a private dinner, broadcast on local radio in Los Angeles as early as 1930. The show was first relayed nationally, in its entirety, in 1945 – the year from which many date the Oscars’ inexorable transformation into the international phenomenon they are today. But the Academy’s governors had already waxed defensive about a rate of growth which would now make them purr. ‘Somewhat to the embarrassment of the traditional dignity of the Academy,’ said a rather arch statement in 1940, ‘the words “Oscar” and “Academy Awards” have slipped into the popular language like “Sterling” and “Nobel”, as recognised symbols of quality . . .’ When the banquet was abandoned in favour of a presentation ceremony in 1944, for fear that conspicuous consumption would not look good in time of war, the national television audience was fast approaching one hundred million. Fifteen years later, in 1959, as many were watching on television.


The show’s costs, meanwhile, had soared. When the studios withdrew their financial support in 1948 (ostensibly because of the first Best Picture award to a non-American film, Olivier’s Hamlet), it emerged that the show’s basic costs were a mere $20,000, though studio contributions had run as high as $80,000. Four years later, in 1952, the television rights were sold for $100,000; by 1964, they had reached $1 million. Today ABC Television pays the Academy more than $2 million each year for the privilege of broadcasting the awards; by the early 1990s, the network was in turn charging a record $10,000 dollars a second for commercials during the Oscar telecast. Part of the attraction for major corporate sponsors is a handsome allocation of tickets for executives and their guests, who attend the show in such numbers that hundreds of Academy members are turned away each year.


Ronald Reagan, the first former film actor to become President of the United States, was not the first chief executive to offer the Academy Awards an official White House blessing. Fifty years before, in 1932, Vice-President Charles Curtis attended the ceremony to deliver a special tribute to the film industry, praising it for boosting national morale during the Depression. Franklin D. Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman both anticipated Reagan by sending congratulatory messages, in 1941 and 1949 respectively – helping to sanctify the Academy Awards into an annual American festival as sacred as the Superbowl or even Hallowe’en. From the wheeling-on of tribal elders for ritual worship to the anointment of young new stars into the firmament, the Academy Awards ceremony is now an ancient rite familiar enough to make each year distinctive for its surprises or impromptu happenings.


In March 1990, the sixty-second Oscar show contained its share of unscripted dramas. Though merely introducing a film clip, Kim Basinger felt obliged to exploit her moment in the sun by departing from her script to protest at the lack of Academy recognition for Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing. Come the time for the screenplay awards, a ramp was swiftly installed at stage-right – out of sight of the TV cameras – to accommodate Ron Kovic’s wheelchair; on the aisle nearby, Kovic could be seen excitedly whispering to his companions, sure that it signified victory. When the name of Driving Miss Daisy’s author, Alfred Uhry, emerged from the envelope, Kovic’s crashing disappointment was brutally compounded by the sight of the ramp being as swiftly removed. It was gone, along with Kovic’s dreams of glory, before the winner had even made it to the stage.


But the high drama of the evening came with the arrival onstage of the reigning Best Actress, Jodie Foster, to reveal the name of 1989’s Best Actor in a Leading Role. To its many millions of devotees, the Oscar show’s voyeuristic appeal lies in seeing their favourite film stars playing themselves, across a complex range of human emotions; four out of five nominees must conceal their dismay in tight, full-colour close-up as they lead the ovation for the colleague who has frustrated their most cherished aspiration. For Tom Cruise, the moment symbolised his metamorphosis from teen idol and Cocktail-tosser to serious actor. (‘Yes,’ as one critic wrote, ‘but he’s a lousy serious actor.’) He and Oliver Stone had chosen the Oscar high road of minimum personal input into a heavyweight product campaign. For Daniel Day Lewis and his deceptively makeshift Irish bandwagon, quietly steered by the shrewd marketing minds of Miramax, this was the end of a carefully charted route winding back through that congressional hearing room in Washington DC.


Those excruciating close-ups of the expectant nominees, reflected to them live via the giant screens beside the stage, showed Cruise in an agonised combination of hope and fear. When Foster grinned and called out Day Lewis’s name, Cruise was the first to smile and applaud; but he was also the first out of the building, out of the post-Oscar party circuit, and indeed out of town. Onstage, Day Lewis pitched his thanks just right by envisaging ‘one hell of a weekend in Dublin’.


Miss Daisy’s stylish overhaul of the Stone juggernaut, and the political reaction against Stone’s tamperings with Kovic’s memoirs (see p. 61) appear to have cost Cruise an Oscar which would have lent some much-needed artistic credibility to his already huge box-office standing. Ballots are destroyed after the count and local headcounts are scarcely scientific, but the available evidence suggests that the result would have been a very close call between Cruise and Freeman – had not both been unlucky enough to have come up against Day Lewis, one of those maverick performers who command an unusual degree of open admiration from their peers. At the Governors’ Ball following the show, other film actors from major commercial stars to more rarefied aesthetes all testified that they voted for him because ‘I saw someone up there doing something I could not do myself.’ It is the ultimate compliment one of these giant egos can pay another.


Day Lewis was the fourteenth British actor in sixty-two years of the Oscars to carry off screen acting’s ultimate accolade, only the fifth Briton ever to win Best Actor for a performance in a British film.* His popular victory also helped his co-star Brenda Fricker to beat Anjelica Huston and Julia Roberts to the lesser acting award; for once, the work of a genuine supporting actress was preferred to the claims of leading ladies in subsidiary roles. The grey area between leading and supporting roles – a vexed annual problem for both candidates and voters – saw Denzel Washington narrowly take the Supporting Oscar from Danny Aiello, Martin Landau and Dan Aykroyd, rewarded by Miss Daisy’s good vibes for a rare crossover from comedy to straight drama. The fifth nominee was Marlon Brando, whose eighth Oscar nomination placed him on a plateau with Jack Lemmon and Geraldine Page behind Spencer Tracy, Jack Nicholson and Meryl Streep (nine each), Bette Davis and Laurence Olivier (ten) and the Oscar’s all-time champion, Katharine Hepburn (four wins from twelve nominations). Had his fellow actors’ votes for Jack Nicholson’s Joker in Batman not been split between Best Actor and Best Supporting Actor, so that he failed to be nominated as either, he would have joined Davis and Olivier on ten. Even on nine, however, he shares with Meryl Streep the distinction of being the most Oscar-nominated actor still at work.


1989 was one of those years when, for all the twists in the campaign trail, the Academy was deemed to have got it broadly right. The major awards all went to worthy winners for distinguished work, and only Bruce Beresford could legitimately claim unfair treatment. Trying to read movie trends into the results, however, was as futile an exercise as ever. ‘The Academy goes through phases,’ as one Oscar-winning writer put it. ‘A commercial picture that makes a lot of money gets rewarded, then people get tired of that and reward quirky, personal pictures. Films that are personal and felt come along all the time, but the awards mean nothing to the kind of pictures that get made next year. It never spills over because Hollywood doesn’t change, the system doesn’t change.’


That, in Oliver Stone’s phrase, is the nature of the beast. ‘There’s always going to be the conservatives and the explorers.’ At the Academy Awards, as at the box office, both camps have discovered that winning is as much a matter of luck as judgement. But the rewards are hugely disproportionate. In sixty-three years only a Hollywood handful, chief among them Marlon Brando and George C. Scott, have found the Oscar an offer they could refuse.





 


_________________


*This ploy had worked for several British Shakespeareans before him, notably Maggie Smith in 1969. Smith’s performance in The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie had come and gone a year before the Oscars. But she had been appearing in The Beaux’ Stratagem with Laurence Olivier’s National Theatre company in L.A. in January, during voting for the Oscar nominations. ‘She received that adoration reserved for movie stars in the old days,’ wrote Nathan Cohen of the Toronto Star. ‘Los Angeles went wild about her.’ Of Smith’s unexpected victory in the Best Actress stakes, the Academy’s president, Gregory Peck, said: ‘This is great. Now you can see it’s not rigged.’


*The oldest Best Actor winner was seventy-six-year-old Henry Fonda for On Golden Pond in 1981. The oldest ever nominee was Eva Le Gallienne, aged 82 years and 79 days, for Resurrection in 1980; she was beaten by Mary Steenburgen in Melvin and Howard. See Appendix C.


*By the end of 1990 My Left Foot, made for just $2 million, had returned a rental in the US and Canada of $7 million. Rental is the share of a film’s gross, usually between 40 and 50 per cent, which is returned to the distributor.
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BOGIE AND THE ART OF OSCAR MAINTENANCE




‘The process was not something I could live comfortably with. I still can’t’


George C. Scott





IT STANDS THIRTEEN and a half inches tall, weighs eight and a half pounds and costs barely $100 to make. Yet the Oscar amounts to perhaps the most potent publicity gimmick any industry ever devised for itself. Along the way, it has also become the most coveted doorstop in the world.


In 1974 a Broadway role prevented Ellen Burstyn going to Hollywood to accept her Best Actress award for Alice Doesn’t Live Here Any More. Two days later, Jack Lemmon and Walter Matthau turned up with her Oscar in a cardboard liquor box, which stood in the middle of the table as they dined together after the show. ‘What’s really in that box, Walter?’ Burstyn asked Matthau. ‘What does an Oscar mean?’


‘Put it this way, Ellen,’ Matthau replied. ‘When you die, the newspaper obituaries will say, “The Academy Award-winning actress Ellen Burstyn died today.” ’


Across town, at much the same time, Robert De Niro was also taking receipt of his first Oscar, and explaining to reporters why he hadn’t bothered to turn up to collect it. ‘Well, lots of people who win the award don’t deserve it, so it makes you a little cynical about how much it means. Did it mean that much to me? Well, I don’t know. It changes your life like anything will change your life. People react to it. I mean, it’s not bad, winning it . . .’


1974 was also the year that Amarcord won Federico Fellini his fourth Academy Award for Best Foreign Film. ‘It is, of course, a pleasure,’ said the distinguished Italian director, a cult figure to those ‘art-house’ moviegoers who pay scant heed to Hollywood’s annual Oscar orgy. ‘In the mythology of the cinema, the Oscar is the supreme prize.’


How have Hollywood’s Academy Awards attained their unique international power and pre-eminence? Acting awards are, by common consent, absurd. Any contest between actors is ‘meaningless’, as Humphrey Bogart put it, ‘unless they play the same part.’ The only true test of ability would be ‘to have all the nominees don black tights and recite Hamlet.’ Bogie, who had yet to win his only Oscar for The African Queen in 1951, was quick to add that he would not be suggesting this ‘in any year I found myself up against Larry Olivier’. He was, however, making a point which many actors privately endorse, but few have the temerity to express in public – until they have an Oscar safely installed in their trophy cabinet. As the British director David Lean summed up: ‘If you have no hope of getting one, they’re despised. But if you have, they’re very important.’


Bogart denounced the Academy Awards as ‘silly’ and ‘all bunk’, until he surprised both himself and the movie world by beating Marlon Brando to Best Actor in 1951. When Greer Garson read out his name, Bogart ‘jogged up on to the stage and took the Oscar as gently as though it were a newborn baby.’ For all his bravado, according to his wife, Lauren Bacall, he had really wanted to win. ‘When push came to shove, he did care and was stunned that it was such a popular victory. He had never felt people in the town liked him very much, and hadn’t expected such universal joy when his name was called.’


‘It’s a long way from the Belgian Congo [where he had filmed The African Queen] to the stage of the Pantages,’ Bogart told the audience. ‘It’s nicer to be here.’ Just a year later, he was again displaying the public indifference expected of him by denouncing the awards as ‘fake’. But all the indications are that winning mellowed even Bogart. In later years, he showed how seriously he took his Oscar when the young Richard Burton dared to argue with him about acting. ‘He stormed out of the room,’ recalled Burton, ‘and came back with his Oscar, which he thumped down on the table. “You were saying . . .?” he growled.’ Bogart also became wise in the mysterious ways of the Academy and its Award. ‘The way to survive an Oscar,’ he told one of his biographers, ‘is never to try to win another one. You’ve seen what happened to some Oscar winners. They spend the rest of their lives turning down scripts while searching for the great role to win another one. Hell, I hope I’m never nominated again. It’s meat-and-potatoes roles for me from now on.’


With the possible exception of Woody Allen – who, win or lose, has always displayed a fine disregard for release dates and awards ceremonies – Oscar history shows that the only people able to indulge in wholesale denunciations are past winners, sore losers or those who have simply given up hope.


At one end of the scale stands the haughty Katharine Hepburn, Oscar’s all-time champion with twelve nominations and four wins spanning fifty years. Hepburn’s method of protesting while accepting was never to attend the awards show as a nominee. ‘Prizes are nothing. My prize is my work,’ she intoned in 1940, after failing to make it two wins out of three nominations. Forty years later her tune had not much changed: ‘Prizes are given. Prizes are won. They are the result of competition. Any way you want to look at it, from birth to death we are competing . . . How does anyone know which performance? Which picture? It’s an art . . . Well, hell, let’s face it. How does anyone know anything? It’s our track meet. It’s painful but it’s thrilling.’ In 1967 Hepburn filmed a greeting to mark the Oscar’s fortieth anniversary; but she only once made a personal appearance at the Oscar show – in 1974, to present a Thalberg Award to her friend Lawrence Weingarten. ‘I’m very happy that I didn’t hear anyone call out “It’s about time,” ’ she said amid the standing ovation – adding, somewhat equivocally: ‘I’m living proof that someone can wait forty-one years to be unselfish.’


That depends on your definition of unselfish. Hepburn was still not there in 1981, when she won her fourth Oscar – forty-nine years after she had won her first – for On Golden Pond. ‘I don’t think there’s anyone here or watching,’ said a diplomatic Jon Voight, ‘who doesn’t appreciate the amount of love and gratitude represented by this Oscar selection tonight. We all send our love to Katharine.’ Asked why she had always refused to attend the awards, Hepburn mused: ‘It has to be because I’m afraid I’m not going to win . . . If I were an honest person, which obviously I’m not, I would refuse to compete. I would make a statement and say “As I do not believe in Academy Awards” – and I don’t believe in Academy Awards – “I do not wish to compete.” But I do say to myself, “I wonder if I’m going to win it?” I mean, it’s all false.’


At her first nomination, for The Deer Hunter in 1978, Meryl Streep could afford to shoot her mouth off: ‘It’s insane to have winners and losers in art. To say that one performance is better than another is just plain dumb. You wouldn’t think of comparing two colours in a painting, would you? This blue is better than that blue?’ Upon winning her first Leading Role statuette in 1982, however, having already won a Supporting Oscar, her language was calmer. Confessing to feeling ‘freaked out’, Streep likened the award to ‘a mantle visited on me that has no relation to what I do or what I am.’ Half of her seemed to be echoing the indomitable Hepburn, half speaking for a younger and more outspoken generation of actors, reluctant to be trapped into spotlit competition.


More typical is the posturing of a John Wayne, who for most of his career was given to such resigned cynicism as ‘You can’t eat awards – nor, more to the point, drink ’em.’ All his life Wayne claimed that he had been nominated in 1948 for John Ford’s She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, though the records show that the first of his two nominations came the following year as Sergeant Strycker in The Sands of Iwo Jima. ‘I always go to the Academy Awards each year,’ he shrugged, ‘in case one of my friends, who is out of town, wins an Oscar and I can accept on his behalf. I have received awards for Gary Cooper and John Ford. But no one – including me – ever has collected one for John Wayne. That doesn’t keep me tossing in my bed at night.’ Then the real angst showed through: ‘Of course, the fellows who own and operate theatres don’t know that I’m not much of an actor, as they have been foolish enough to pick me as the box-office champion of the year a couple of times . . .’


Wayne definitively betrayed his hand in 1960, with the all-time shameless Oscar campaign for his patriotic brainchild, The Alamo (see pp. 216–24). Gradually, throughout the ensuing decade, he began to wax more realistic: ‘My pictures don’t call for the great dramatic range that wins Oscars.’ Then, in 1969, when the local enthusiasm for True Grit (not to mention his dramatic recovery from cancer) suddenly seemed to bring him an unexpected chance of Oscar gold, he shut up altogether. After Hollywood sentiment had named him Best Actor over Richard Burton and Dustin Hoffman, Peter O’Toole and Jon Voight, it was a humbler ‘Duke’ who drawled: ‘The Oscar is a beautiful thing to have. It’s important to me. It symbolises the appreciation of yourself by your peers.’


Though this is the Oscar appeal most cited by candidates, rather than the millions it can add to their already vast salaries, stars in the financial stratosphere can literally afford to ride the artistic derision of their peers. It will take something very unexpected for an Arnold Schwarzenegger or a Bruce Willis to add an Oscar to their box-office gold. But it is not impossible. Even a Sylvester Stallone can win an Oscar nomination for a film as successful as Rocky, which itself won Best Picture over Network and Taxi Driver, though the Academy’s more high-minded members are unlikely to forgive him his Rambo series and the interminable Rocky sequels.


Success, to Hollywood, is not its own reward. Box-office returns have always counted with the Oscar electorate, which is showing increasing respect for sheer commercial clout in recent years by voting nominations to such films as Ghost and Pretty Woman. But a versatile actor like Harrison Ford, who has earned his Oscar spurs in such films as Witness, Working Girl, Presumed Innocent and Regarding Henry, may still take some years to be forgiven for becoming the biggest box-office star of the 1980s in the Star Wars and Indiana Jones series. A Steve Martin, though honoured by the New York Critics for All of Me, will always be sniffed at by the Academy, as will a blockbuster star like a Bill Murray or a Dan Aykroyd – unless, as in Aykroyd’s case, he takes on the kind of ‘serious’ dramatic role which won him a Supporting nomination as Jessica Tandy’s son in Driving Miss Daisy.


Bogart’s seminal sentiments were eloquently paraphrased by Peter Bogdanovich, beaten to Best Director by William Friedkin in 1971: ‘The way I see it, there’s only one place that does it right. Every year in Barcelona they give awards for poetry. The third prize is a silver rose. The second prize is a gold one. The first prize, the one for best poem of all, is a real rose.’


The Oscars are about a different kind of romance, where hard steel and vicious in-fighting lurk perceptibly beneath the surface. To wide-eyed cinemagoers it may all be a game, but to those in the trade the Academy Awards are a matter of professional life and death. These days, the financing of an Oscar campaign is a standard clause in most major stars’ movie contracts. Even Bogdanovich might eat his words if an Oscar were suddenly in prospect. He would not be the first.


Perhaps the most celebrated convert to Oscar-worship is Dustin Hoffman, who began his career a nervous critic. Nominated in 1967 for his first major film, The Graduate, Hoffman attended the ceremony in white tie and tails, but said he hoped he would not win. ‘I don’t honestly believe I’ve earned it. It wasn’t an important part, anyhow.’ He needn’t have worried; Rod Steiger (In the Heat of the Night) won Best Actor over Hoffman, Warren Beatty (Bonnie and Clyde), Paul Newman (Cool Hand Luke) and the late Spencer Tracy (Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner). ‘Thank God I didn’t get the Oscar,’ said Hoffman afterwards. ‘After I got the nomination, I thought, “Okay, it’s enough already for this one part.” God help me if it had all happened at eighteen.’


After two more unsuccessful nominations (for Midnight Cowboy, 1969, and Lenny, 1974), for neither of which he showed up, Hoffman told an Oscar-night TV interviewer that the awards were ‘obscene, dirty and grotesque, no better than a beauty contest.’ Bob Hope opened that night’s show by joking: ‘If Dustin Hoffman wins, he’s going to have a friend pick it up – George C. Scott.’ Hoffman had given his tickets to his parents, who were duly embarrassed when Frank Sinatra publicly rebuked their wayward son: ‘Contrary to what Dustin Hoffman thinks, it is not an obscene evening. It is not garish and it is not embarrassing.’


Five years later, Hoffman showed that he was not averse to biting the hand that fed him. ‘I think that awards are very silly,’ he declared while accepting the 1980 Golden Globe for Kramer vs Kramer. ‘They put very talented and good people against each other, and they hurt the hell out of the ones that lose.’ Awards, Hoffman asserted, ‘make more sense when they’re given for a life achievement to a man like Mr Fonda’ (who was receiving the Cecil B. de Mille Golden Globe for career achievements) ‘and particularly to a man like Mr Lemmon, who recently gave one of the great performances of his life [in The China Syndrome].’


There is no doubt that Hoffman spoke for many, winners and losers alike, in deploring the principle of a gladiatorial contest between actors, who are doing very different things in their own different ways. But he has never been inclined to refuse any awards that came his way. Accepting his first Oscar that same year, again for Kramer vs Kramer, he began by playing the Hollywood game. Having kissed his entire family, plus Jack Lemmon for good measure, en route to the stage, Hoffman began by examining the Oscar and jesting: ‘He has no genitalia and he’s holding a sword.’ He went on: ‘I’d like to thank my mother and father for not practising birth control.’ Then he began to get serious:




We are laughed at for thanking, but when you work on a film you discover that there are people who are giving that artistic part of themselves that goes beyond a paycheck, and they are never up here . . . I’m up here with mixed feelings. I’ve criticised the Academy before, with reason. I refuse to believe that I beat Jack Lemmon, Al Pacino and Peter Sellers. [Tactlessly, he omitted to mention the fifth nominee, Roy Scheider.]


We are part of an artistic family. There are 60,000 actors in the Screen Actors Guild and probably 100,000 in Equity. Most actors don’t work, and a few of us are so lucky to have the chance . . . Because when you’re a broke actor, you can’t write and you can’t paint. You have to practise accents while you’re driving a taxicab. And to that artistic family that strives for excellence, none of you has ever lost, and I am proud to share this award with you.





Hoffman had become a tearful convert. Amid thunderous applause, Johnny Carson saw him offstage with: ‘I think we can all agree that was beautifully said.’ The following year Hoffman presented the Best Actress Oscar – the traditional role of the previous year’s Best Actor – with good grace; in 1986 he gushed extempore for two minutes and forty seconds, quoting tennis star Jimmy Connors on ‘giving 115 per cent’, before presenting Best Picture to Platoon – one of only a handful of actors to offer wholesale endorsement to the system by accepting the honour of presenting the supreme award.


By his second Best Actor award, for Rain Man in 1988, Hoffman was a true veteran of Academy schmaltz. This time round the old opponent of acting contests had even found a cute way of acknowledging his fellow nominees: ‘I’m very honoured, and I thank the Academy for your support. And I also thank Tom Hanks and Max von Sydow and James Olmos and my good friend Gene Hackman for their wonderful work, even if they didn’t vote for me . . . I didn’t vote for you guys, either!’


Jane Fonda runs Hoffman a close second as a perennially confused critic/advocate of the system, schmaltz and all. Fonda has used the awards show as a platform for her already renowned political views, though never as outspokenly as her friend and Julia co-star Vanessa Redgrave. But only three sometime winners – George C. Scott, Marlon Brando and Woody Allen – have dared scoff openly at the system. Of these, Allen is really the only moviemaker in Oscar history to show genuine and consistent indifference to the entire process. Re-examination of the cases of Scott and Brando, the only two actors of the modern era to have turned down their Oscars, reveals inconsistency and muddled motives.


George C. Scott’s celebrated attempt to reject his 1970 Oscar for Patton was not entirely the simple matter of principle it appeared. As he labelled the Oscar process ‘offensive, barbarous and innately corrupt’, the roots of Scott’s complaint could in fact be traced back to his first nomination in 1959, as Best Supporting Actor for the fine rage of his prosecuting attorney in Otto Preminger’s Anatomy of a Murder. On that occasion, Scott had made no attempt to withdraw from what he later – after losing – called a ‘meat race’. By general consent, he had been an unlucky loser to the British actor Hugh Griffith, a dubious beneficiary of the absurd Ben-Hur sweep. According to Scott’s friends at the time, he had desperately wanted the Oscar. Years later, he told his then wife, the actress Trish Van Devere, that he had learnt an important lesson that night. ‘He said he wanted it so badly that he became almost completely wrapped up in it. When he didn’t win, he took a hard look, and came to believe it wasn’t healthy to want something so much.’ Scott vowed ‘never again to have anything to do with the Oscar’.


When nominated again in the supporting category two years later, for The Hustler, Scott asked the Academy to withdraw his name, only to be refused by its president, Wendell Corey. ‘You were nominated by a vote of your fellow actors,’ Corey wrote him, ‘and the Academy cannot remove your name from the list of nominated performances. The Academy nominates and votes awards for performances and achievements as they appear on the screen. Therefore, any one person responsible for achievement cannot decline the nomination after it is voted.’


In his reply to the Academy, Scott argued that campaigning by actors and their agents had degraded the whole process. ‘It encourages the public to think that the award is more important to the actor than the work for which he was nominated,’ Scott told the New York Times, which quoted ‘a close friend’ as saying that he disliked ‘the whole Hollywood, back-patting atmosphere’. ‘For the Oscar, you have to throw a few cocktail parties yourself and get people to screenings so they can take a look at you and that sort of thing.’ The Oscar façade was ‘against Scott’s personal philosophy of life’; the Oscars were ‘just a way for the motion picture companies to make more money on the pictures, and have little other value’.


Curiously, after his ringing defence of the system, Corey told Scott that he could refuse the award, if he were to win it. But the issue didn’t arise. Scott was again an unlucky loser – to another freak ‘sweep’ winner, George Chakiris in West Side Story.


Scott smouldered for another nine years: ‘Life isn’t a race. It’s a war of survival, and there are many who get crippled and injured on the way. And because it’s not a race, I don’t consider myself in competition with my fellow actors for awards or recognition.’ Then, in 1970, he received his first nomination as Best Actor, for the title role in Patton, and immediately tried to reject it. In a cable to the Academy from Spain, where he was filming, he said he would not be attending the awards ceremony, ‘nor will any legitimate representative of mine attend’. This time round, Scott was at pains to give more courteous expression to his disdain. ‘Peculiar as it may seem, I mean no disrespect to the Academy,’ he said after being formally notified of his nomination. ‘I simply do not wish to be involved.’ The previous month, however, he had somewhat compromised his position, and further embarrassed the Academy, by accepting the New York Film Critics’ Best Actor award for the same role. Accepting it on his behalf, another Mrs Scott, the actress Colleen Dewhurst, told them: ‘George thinks this is the only film award worth having.’


To a reporter who visited him in Spain, Scott explained: ‘I have no objection to awards as such. I would be perfectly willing to attend some function with the other actors where we would all accept awards and then take off for a drink . . .’ He had accepted the New York Critics award because he respected ‘the manner in which it is given’. He did not respect ‘the hoopla, the publicity, the advertising’ attached to the Oscar, which has ‘actors sitting in line like children waiting for the contents of the envelope to be announced’. The ‘contrivance’ of the whole affair disgusted him.


‘Maybe he’s scared he won’t win, and he’s trying to cop a plea now,’ 1960’s Best Actor, Burt Lancaster, told Newsweek. But according to the Hollywood columnist Hank Grant, Scott would not accept the Oscar if he won it ‘because he doesn’t like the way the awards are handled . . . This will make Scott a big hero with provincial pals in the East whose prime pastime is putting down Hollywood.’ More damagingly, Grant pointed out that Scott had waited until after the nominating ballot has closed to make his protest.


‘Frankly, I resent being put on show like a buffoon,’ said Scott himself on national television, two days before the awards ceremony. To win an Oscar required ‘a certain amount of wheeling and dealing, public relations, advertising, solicitation, phone calls, telegrams, threats, bribes.’ The ceremonies were ‘a two-hour meat parade, a public display . . . with contrived suspense . . . for economic reasons.’


The suspense was all the greater in the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion on 15 April 1971 because rumour had it that Scott had been voted the winner. He was not, of course, present when the previous year’s Best Actress, Goldie Hawn, came to the podium to open the envelope. Sensing a little diplomacy might be required of her, Hawn paused first to say that the term Best Actor was a ‘misnomer’ and that ‘it is a specific achievement that is honoured – a pertinent distinction’. On opening the envelope, her political savvy crumbled as she cried, ‘Oh, my God! The winner is George C. Scott!’


The eruption of approval around the hall signified the local interpretation of Scott’s win: Hollywood loved a maverick, sure, but this was a sign that the Oscars were at last free of the studio manipulation that had dogged them for years, and from the arbitrary favouritism that often rendered the results laughable. In the year that a film like Airport could win ten nominations, however, it seemed a hasty conclusion to reach, and there were still suggestions that Scott’s fulsome tirades against the Oscar were merely an alternative style of campaigning. Had he himself indulged in a personalized brand of the very ‘wheeling and dealing’ he had denounced on television two days before? Even before the Oscar telecast began, ABC’s audience ‘warm-up’ man placed a sting in the tail of his traditional plea for brief acceptance speeches: ‘Keep it short. Make your speeches shorter than George C. Scott’s rejection.’


As Patton’s producer, Frank McCarthy, accepted the award and praised the Academy’s choice, the dissenting voices began to make themselves heard. Ross Hunter, producer of Airport, one of Patton’s rivals for Best Picture, reneged on his threat to resign from the Academy if Scott won, but still protested that he was ‘ridiculing our Academy’. Said a cooler David Niven: ‘It could be he just can’t bear to hear someone else’s name called out.’ And the first gag from the next presenter, Walter Matthau, openly acknowledged West Coast suspicion of Scott’s tactics: ‘Next year I’m going to try the George C. Scott routine . . . Did Goldie really say “pertinent”?’


Next morning, as Scott told reporters he had watched a TV hockey game and gone to bed, Grant restated the Hollywood point of view, calling his conduct ‘public relations at its best, because his defiance was printed and aired all over the world, making him the most highly publicised nominee on the roster.’ Colleen Dewhurst stuck by her husband, despite her own more orthodox views: ‘George had to do what he did about the Oscar because that’s the way he feels. Me? I want to win an award.’ Interviewed for the cover of Time magazine, Scott remained unrepentant: ‘I don’t give a damn about [the Oscar]. I’m making too much money, anyway.’ His main objection, it emerged, was to the awards ceremony itself, with its ‘phony suspense and the crying actor clutching the statue to his bosom and all of that crap’.


Stung by the accusations of opportunism, however, he professed himself surprised at the scale of the furore he had created. If he were ever nominated in the future, he announced, he would accept. It was too much trouble not to. The sheer gracelessness of Scott’s confused position was underlined the following year by Helen Hayes, who had won Best Supporting Actress in the year of Patton, and who began the 1972 ceremony with the words: ‘As George C. Scott didn’t get around to saying last year, thank you.’


Scott’s real point was better made by his track record. Since those two contentious supporting nominations, he had turned in a string of Oscar-level performances in such films as Dr Strangelove, The Flim-Flam Man and Petulia without so much as a nod from the Academy. In 1964, for instance, the year of Dr Strangelove, Becket and Zorba the Greek, all but one of the acting and directing Oscars went to My Fair Lady, Mary Poppins and Topkapi. What kind of a merit was being recognised there?


Only a month after refusing his Oscar, Scott rubbed salt in the Academy’s wounds by accepting an Emmy award for his work in a television production of Arthur Miller’s The Price – ‘because,’ he explained, ‘it’s given by a blue ribbon jury of [my] peers and not as a general vote, like the Oscar.’ The following year, nevertheless, Scott’s voting peers in the Academy showed that there were no hard feelings by again nominating him for Best Actor, for The Hospital. This time, sensibly, he stuck by his vow and said nothing, even when he lost out to Gene Hackman, and The French Connection won Best Film and Best Director over The Last Picture Show, A Clockwork Orange, Sunday, Bloody Sunday, Fiddler on the Roof and Nicholas and Alexandra. By the 1982 awards, Scott was convert enough to call the Academy at the last minute to see if he could ‘scrounge’ two tickets for the show; he happened to be in town with his wife, hustling for his new project The Last Days of Patton. En route to two hastily-arranged seats at the back of the orchestra stalls, Scott by-passed the ritual public colloquy with Army Archerd, who called after him over the public address system: ‘Your Oscar is waiting for you at the Academy, Wilshire and Lapeer . . .’


The early 1970s proved heavy sledding for the Oscars. It was only two years after Scott’s rejection, in 1972, that his open contempt for the awards was duplicated by Marlon Brando, who sent what appeared to be an Apache squaw onstage to refuse his Best Actor award for The Godfather. Brushing aside the statuette proffered by a surprised Roger Moore, Sacheen Littlefeather launched into a speech on Brando’s behalf protesting at ‘the treatment of the American Indians by the film industry’. After some boos, she gracefully offered apologies for her intrusion upon the proceedings and quit the stage to pass on Brando’s lengthy statement to the press.


‘What Marlon Brando did this year could signal the death of the Oscar as we know him,’ wailed Rona Barrett in a paid advertisement in the Hollywood trade papers. But she it was who subsequently discovered that Sacheen Littlefeather was in fact a bit-part actress named Maria Cruz, who had been elected Miss American Vampire of 1970, by which time Brando’s stunt had already backfired on him in other ways.


As the Hollywood Reporter summed up, ‘the tragedy of Mr Brando’s act is that while he sought to serve the welfare of the American Indians, nothing was gained but ill-will.’ His fellow nominee Michael Caine seemed to speak for the majority: ‘He should have been there himself. Doesn’t he owe that town anything? He should treat the Oscar with the respect it deserves. Christ, if I had one, I know I would.’ Backstage, as Littlefeather was confessing her terror to reporters (‘I thought if I came out alive, I’d be lucky’), Charlton Heston predictably called Brando’s gesture ‘childish’. But Brando’s producer, Albert S. Ruddy, stuck staunchly by the man who had just helped him win Best Picture. ‘Where is the time and place for that kind of demonstration? It’s whenever you have a moment that you would have the biggest audience . . . It’s something I may not have said myself, but I certainly back him in his right to say it.’


Though he lost out to Joel Grey in Cabaret, Best Supporting Actor nominee Robert Duvall said of his Godfather co-star’s disdain for the Oscars: ‘I feel the people who give prizes in Hollywood are no more or less qualified than the New York Film Critics. I took a prize from them, so why not take one from Hollywood? It’s all a lot of crap, but as long as it’s there . . .’


Brando himself remained silent. He had not refused his first Oscar eighteen years before, for On the Waterfront – or the three consecutive nominations which led up to it – though already an outspoken critic of Hollywood and all its works. And, the following year Hollywood, as with Scott, seemed determined to turn the other cheek by re-nominating him the following year for Last Tango in Paris. As recently as 1989, the love-hate square dance continued with Brando’s conspicuous absence at the awards, after his eighth nomination (for A Dry White Season) over thirty-eight years.


In a rare television interview at the time, shortly before his public profile was reluctantly raised by his son’s conviction for manslaughter, he told CBS TV’s Connie Chung: ‘That’s a part of the sickness in America, that you have to think in terms of who wins, who loses, who’s good, who’s bad, who’s best, who’s worst . . . I don’t like to think that way. Everybody has their own value in different ways, and I don’t like to think who is the best at this. I mean, what’s the point of it?’


Even in the midst of a foul-mouthed denunciation of the industry to which he owed so much, however, Brando felt obliged to call the Oscars to his support: ‘What do I care? I’ve made all the money I need to make. I won a couple of Academy Awards if I ever cared about that. I’ve been nominated I don’t know how many times and I’m in a position of respect and standing in my craft as an actor in this country. So what the hell, I don’t need to gild the lily . . .’


During the Great Brando Debate of 1972, it came as no surprise to hear his protest win support from Jane Fonda: ‘I thought what he did was wonderful.’ The previous year’s Best Actress for Klute, Fonda had been openly disappointed by her failure to win at her first nomination, in 1969, for They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? In this, the rebellious period of her several public lives, Fonda was wont to make such public pronouncements as: ‘I don’t care about the Oscars. I make movies to support the causes I believe in, not for any honours.’


But her radical left-wing politics had not prevented her from meekly accepting the New York Film Critics award for They Shoot Horses: ‘It’s the biggest accolade I’ve ever been given. One tries to be blasé about things, but now that it’s happened, it’s very nice.’ On being nominated for an Oscar, before losing turned her sour, she had managed to enthuse about the Academy Awards: ‘If you win an Oscar, what happens to your career is not to be believed. Your price goes up, you get offered all kinds of things,’ she gushed to Rex Reed. Then she blew it by rolling a joint and asking him, ‘You don’t mind if I turn on, do you?’ Reed noted that Jane, upon hearing her father return home, ‘leaped up and waved her arms to blow the pot smoke out the room.’ Amid the ensuing furore, the veteran columnist Sidney Skolsky muttered: ‘I don’t think the Academy will let her turn on.’


Fonda’s first appearance as an Oscar nominee had seen her climb out of her limousine, draped in mink over a Chanel gown, and greet the crowds with a clenched-fist Black Panthers salute. Next day, at a losers’ party thrown by Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton, she persuaded Burton to sign a ‘sizeable’ check to the Panthers. Two years later, however, her acceptance speech, on being named Best Actress for Klute, could not have been more demure. Despite some boos when Walter Matthau called her name, she began by thanking ‘all of you who applauded’. There followed a tense pause, when many thought she might launch into some heavy political statement. But she had thought better of it. ‘There’s a lot I could say tonight, but this isn’t the time or place. So I’ll just say “Thank you.” ’ Hollywood’s relief was so intense that although Fonda skipped the Governors’ Ball, opting for a Japanese meal with Donald Sutherland, the Hollywood Reporter felt able to dub her ‘the little darling of the crowd’.


Fonda had considered refusing the Academy Award, like Scott the year before and Brando the year after, as a protest against the war. But a friend changed her mind: ‘You’re a frigging élite individual, Jane. It’s really typical of the bourgeois middle-class family girl to want to refuse the Oscar.’ By accepting, she would have a unique chance to show ‘the masses’ that she wasn’t ‘some kind of freak or monster’. Still under pressure from her comrades to turn the occasion to political advantage, Fonda sought the advice of her revered father, Henry, who ‘implored’ her not to abuse the Academy’s generosity. It was sheer bad manners, which would do her cause no good. Fonda Sr was of course right: by holding her peace, Jane won converts among the Hollywood hostile. But one wonders if she would have taken his advice had she known that her own father had not voted for her.


‘I’ve been at too many private parties on Oscar night,’ he explained. ‘When the winner is announced, three-quarters of the people in the room slap their foreheads and moan “Oh, no!” Well, I wouldn’t want that to happen to me. I wouldn’t want to walk up there thinking people all over Hollywood are saying “Henry Fonda? Oh, no!” Besides, I don’t believe in that kind of artistic competition. Take the best performances of Laurence Olivier, Richard Burton, Jack Lemmon, Dustin Hoffman and Woody Allen, and you tell me how anyone can possibly pick the best one. It’s an absolute impossibility.’ In later life, however, he made a distinction over Lifetime Achievement Awards: ‘I’ve always opposed competitions where one actor’s performance is pitted against another’s. When it comes to a body of work, that’s different.’


By 1976 Jane Fonda had mellowed enough to agree to co-host the awards show, and by the following year, and her next nomination (for Julia), she found herself upstaged by the even more radical politics of her co-star and co-nominee Vanessa Redgrave. Though she had enjoyed box-office success that year in a mindless satire called Fun with Dick and Jane, Fonda had meanwhile campaigned for the part of Lillian Hellman in Julia, and for her friend Redgrave to be cast in the title role of the story of a political friendship of Hellman’s youth. It was, as producer Richard Roth put it, ‘perfect symmetry. The two most famous left-wing women of the 70s playing two left-wing women of the 30s. I liked it. And the fact that Jane and Vanessa were both terrific actresses didn’t hurt, either. Not to mention they both agreed to work cheap.’


Fonda had prepared for the role by visiting Lillian Hellman at her home on Martha’s Vineyard – leading Julia’s anxious director, Fred Zinnemann, to ban politics from the set. When shooting was complete, he sighed: ‘If Lillian Hellman had been along with Vanessa and Jane, I don’t think I could have handled it.’ In fact the two actresses had managed to work so well together only be agreeing not to discuss politics; for Fonda, now a self-declared ‘progressive Democrat’, there was the danger that Redgrave’s hard-line Trotskyite views would make her seem almost right-wing. She went so far as to distance herself from her co-star by denying to Newsweek that she had named her own daughter (by Roger Vadim) Vanessa after her ‘political heroine’.


By awards night, Redgrave had managed to alienate most of the movie community by expressing strong anti-Israeli, pro-PLO sentiments in The Palestinians, an anti-Zionist TV documentary. The Jewish Defense League had picketed theatres showing Julia, demanding a statement from Twentieth Century-Fox dissociating the studio from Redgrave’s political views, and undertaking never to hire her again. When this proved unforthcoming, the JDL unleashed a plague of white mice in theatres showing the film, and followed up with bomb threats. The studio resisted manfully: ‘While Fox as a company and the individuals who work there do not agree with Redgrave’s political philosophy,’ said its statement, ‘we totally reject and we will not be blackmailed into supporting any policy of refusing to employ any person because of their [sic] political beliefs.’


Stars arriving for this, the fiftieth anniversary awards show, had to fight their way through pickets from the League and pro-Redgrave supporters of Palestine, both studiously avoided by the television cameras. Redgrave herself was smuggled in at a side entrance, having arrived in an ambulance. There was high nervous anticipation in the air, as she was expected to win; a three-time Best Actress loser, for Morgan, Isadora and Mary, Queen of Scots, Redgrave’s fine performance in Julia looked even better when set against the unusually weak opposition for Best Supporting Actress: Leslie Browne in The Turning Point, Quinn Cummings in The Goodbye Girl, Melinda Dillon in Close Encounters of the Third Kind and Tuesday Weld in Looking for Mr Goodbar.


When she did indeed win, early in the proceedings, and went onstage to collect her Oscar from the distinctly apolitical figure of John Travolta, the Academy heaved a communal sigh when she began – as hoped – by expressing the depth of her commitment to Julia. ‘I think Jane Fonda and I have done the best work of our lives,’ she said, ‘and I think this was in part due to our director Fred Zinnemann. And I also think it’s in part because we believed in what we were expressing: two out of millions who gave their lives and were prepared to sacrifice everything in the fight against Fascist and racist Nazi Germany . . .’ So far, so good. But Redgrave provoked horrified gasps around the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion when she continued:




And I salute you and I pay tribute to you and I think you should be very proud that in the last few weeks you have stood firm and you have refused to be intimidated by the threats of a small bunch of Zionist hoodlums [now came some boos amid the gasps] whose behaviour is an insult to the stature of Jews all over the world and their great and heroic record of struggle against Fascism and oppression.


And I salute that record, and I salute all of you for having stood firm and dealt a final blow against that period when Nixon and McCarthy launched a worldwide witch-hunt against those who tried to express in their lives and their work the truth that they believed in. I salute you and I thank you and I pledge to you that I will continue to fight against anti-semitism and Fascism.





Now dissent was drowned out by rousing applause as Redgrave embraced Travolta and walked offstage; outside, still unrecorded by the TV cameras, protesters were burning an effigy labelled ‘Vanesssa is a Murderer’.


Though somewhat dented, the celebratory atmosphere of the fiftieth Oscar show was gradually restored until the screen writer Paddy Chayefsky came onstage to present the writing awards. ‘If I expect to live with myself tomorrow morning,’ he began, ‘I would like to say – personal opinion, of course – that I’m sick and tired of people exploiting the Academy Awards for the propagation of their own personal propaganda.’ To clamorous support, he continued: ‘I would like to suggest to Miss Redgrave that her winning an Academy Award is not a pivotal moment in history, does not require a proclamation, and a simple “Thank you” would have sufficed.’


Chayefsky later revealed that he had been persuaded in the men’s room by a posse of producers, led by Columbia’s Dan Melnick, that someone had to reply to Redgrave. Afterwards he was ‘proud’ of the fact that ‘she tried to speak to me and I cut her dead.’ When a reporter gave her a chance to answer Chayefsky, Redgrave replied that hers had not been a political speech. But it remained the topic of the evening, with the comedian Alan King speaking for the majority when he declared: I am that Zionist hoodlum she was talking about. It’s just a pity I wasn’t on the platform tonight. I would have gone for the jugular.’


At the Governors’ Ball, Academy president Howard Koch ‘felt sorry’ for Redgrave: ‘She was sitting all alone with just her two bodyguards. It was her big night, and no one else would sit with her.’ But she did manage to get up and wander over to a few tables, exchanging greetings, causing Chayefsky to fume on: ‘This is disgusting. Vanessa thinks she can get away with anything. How can she have the nerve to come here and act like this?’


Redgrave’s political activities have continued to conflict with her work ever since. The following year, when she was cast as an Auschwitz survivor in Arthur Miller’s television adaptation of Fania Fenelon’s memoirs, Playing for Time, one leading Rabbi summarised the pained objections from the Jewish community: ‘It’s like hiring J. Edgar Hoover to play Dr Martin Luther King.’ Again the producers were obliged to dissociate themselves from her views, but to defend their right to hire performers regardless of their politics. In 1982 Redgrave successfully sued the Boston Symphony Orchestra after it had cancelled performances of Stravinsky’s Oedipus Rex, following protests that she was to participate. And as recently as February 1991, she felt obliged to buy a half-page in the New York Times to clarify her position on Saddam Hussein and the Gulf War.


Redgrave’s monopoly of the headlines in 1978 obscured the fact that those fiftieth awards also marked the first time that the Academy was snubbed by Woody Allen. Ignoring the five nominations garnered by Annie Hall – including the fact that he himself was the first person to be nominated for Best Actor, Director and Screenplay since Orson Welles’s Citizen Kane nearly forty years before – Woody stayed in New York, as usual, and played his clarinet at Michael’s Pub before going to bed without even discovering whether his girlfriend Diane Keaton had won Best Actress.


On waking up next day to find that she had done so, and that his brainchild had become the first comedy in twenty-five years to win Best Picture, Allen refused all comment. Only a year later, when nominated again for Interiors, did he break his silence: ‘I know it sounds horrible, but winning that Oscar for Annie Hall didn’t mean anything to me.’ Financially, Allen omitted to mention, it certainly did; on its post-Oscar re-release, trumpeted as the year’s Best Picture, Annie Hall grossed twice as much as it had the first time around. But Woody had loftier matters on his mind: ‘I have no regard for that kind of ceremony. I just don’t think they know what they’re doing. When you see who wins those things – or doesn’t win them – you can see how meaningless this Oscar thing is.’ Allen has since won twelve nominations as writer, director and actor, but only one more Oscar, for the screenplay of Hannah and Her Sisters.


‘There are two things that bother me about the Academy Awards,’ he has said. ‘They’re political and bought and negotiated for – although many worthy people have deservedly won – and the whole concept of awards is silly. I cannot abide by the judgement of other people, because if you accept it when they say you deserve an award, then you have to accept it when they say you don’t. Also, it’s hard not to get a slightly skewed feeling about the Academy Awards because apart from the ads and the campaigning and the studio loyalties, it’s a popularity contest, really, because if the picture is not seen well or it didn’t do very well, its chances are hurt.’ After being nominated for Crimes and Misdemeanors in 1989, Allen conceded that he took ‘some pleasure’, but added: ‘You have to be sure to keep it very much in perspective. You think it’s nice at the time because it means more money for your film, but as soon as you let yourself start thinking that way, something happens to the quality of the work.’


Jane Fonda, meanwhile, took seven more years to win her second Oscar, this time for the Vietnam War movie Coming Home. This time round, her method of politicking was to campaign openly for the award, telling any interviewer who would listen: ‘This movie means more to me than any movie I’ve done so far.’ She also broke new ground by campaigning against that year’s rival Vietnam movie, Michael Cimino’s The Deer Hunter – even though, as she freely admitted, she hadn’t seen it. Fonda made much of an alarmed phone call from her friend (and fellow left-wing activist) Julie Christie, who had led a walkout from Deer Hunter at the Berlin Film Festival. Neither mentioned that Christie and her lover Warren Beatty were also in line for Oscars that year with Heaven Can Wait. Like Hal Ashby’s Coming Home, The Deer Hunter was of course anti-war; but it found itself accused of racism, exulting in its own violence, even representing the Pentagon’s retrospective point of view. The film was attacked for portraying the Americans as innocent victims of an amoral rabble of an enemy, and failing to discuss the real issues behind the war. During the three weeks before the Oscar show, articles in Harper’s, the Los Angeles Times, Seven Days and L.A. Weekly variously denounced the film as ‘a lie’, ‘a criminal violation of the truth’, and a ‘horrific history’ in which all the non-Americans were ‘sweaty, crazy, vicious and debauched’. Even Izvestia, the Soviet government newspaper, weighed in with the charge that it portrayed a war in which ‘the aggressors and the victims changed places’.


Vietnam had proved a very different experience for Hollywood from World War Two, when patriotic pro-Allies movies had gone into production while the war was still very much under way. Only one major pro-Vietnam War film was ever made, inevitably by John Wayne: The Green Berets, which appeared in 1968, the year of Nixon’s election. It had taken ten more years for Hollywood to risk producing anti-war films, and the studios’ anxieties about public response were rewarded with two box-office and critical hits. Universal’s The Deer Hunter won five Oscars out of nine nominations, while United Artists scored three awards out of a possible eight for Coming Home, which dealt with the dilemma of Vietnam veterans returning to a hostile America, indifferent to their sacrifices.


‘I may have lost my body, but I have gained my mind,’ the crippled Vietnam vet-turned-anti-war campaigner, Ron Kovic, had told Jane Fonda at an early seventies rally. The remark inspired her to plan Coming Home, in which she chose the politically approved Jon Voight to play her paraplegic lover. Both went nude for a graphic and necessarily inventive sex scene of which Kovic commented, according to Fonda, that it had ‘improved his sex life immeasurably’. The wheelchair-bound Voight in Coming Home was thus a direct celluloid ancestor of the Ron Kovic who was to win Tom Cruise his first Oscar nomination – still more than a decade away – in Oliver Stone’s Born on the Fourth of July. By some absurd irony, the star chosen by the Academy to present Best Picture for 1978, and thus pronounce the jury’s final verdict between Deer Hunter and Coming Home, was one of the few who approved of neither: a dying John Wayne.


Come Oscar night, there were huge demonstrations outside the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion – some pro-Coming Home, most anti-Deer Hunter. Police arrested thirteen members of the Vietnam Veterans against the War, who were protesting against The Deer Hunter’s ‘misinterpretation of reality’. Another dissenting group, the Hell Won’t Go Away Committee, condemned the film as ‘a racist attack on the Vietnamese people’, denouncing its portrayal of the Vietnamese as a ‘viciously’ violent people. ‘Even ‘progressive’ moviegoers, the group argued, seemed blinded by the power of the film’s emotional impact. ‘They felt it was a great film despite its racism, despite its misinterpretation of history.’ Cimino professed himself ‘bewildered’ by the animosity towards his picture, which he had intended to be ‘an anti-war statement’.


The Deer Hunter beat Coming Home to Best Picture, Best Director (Cimino over Ashby) and Best Supporting Actor (Christopher Walken over Bruce Dern), but Jon Voight and Jane Fonda collected the two main acting awards. ‘I accept this,’ said Voight, ‘for every guy in a wheelchair.’


Fonda’s curious method of making a point this time round was to start her acceptance speech in sign language. ‘While we were making the movie,’ she explained, ‘we all became more aware of the problems of the handicapped. Over fourteen million people are deaf. They are the invisible handicapped and can’t share this evening, so this is my way of acknowledging them.’ Then she thanked her two children, in the audience, for ‘being understanding and forgiving me my absences’, and launched into the usual litany of gratitude to others associated with the film, ending with her husband, the California politician Tom Hayden: ‘He helped me believe that besides being entertaining, movies can inspire and teach and even be healing.’ Afterwards, referring to the demonstrators outside the theatre as ‘my friends’, she again dismissed The Deer Hunter: ‘I still haven’t seen it, but ours is the best picture.’


Fonda has since won three more nominations, for The China Syndrome (1979), On Golden Pond (1981) and The Morning After (1986) – none of them successful. Her career tally thus stands at two wins for seven nominations. She was especially disappointed in 1989 that her eight-year struggle to produce and star in a film version of Carlos Fuentes’s Old Gringo failed to win even a single nomination. By then Fonda felt that she had finally earned her Oscar spurs, dispelling the negative effects of her ‘Hanoi Jane’ years, by indulging in the appropriate Hollywood schmaltz on the night her dying father finally won his first Best Actor award, for On Golden Pond. ‘Oh, Dad,’ she trilled directly into the camera, on accepting it for him, ‘I’m so happy and proud for you . . .’ There followed ritualistic thanks to those involved in the film, for which she too had won a Supporting nomination, before she turned back to the camera to conclude: ‘Dad, me and the grandkids will be right over.’


Hanoi Jane had finally become a Hollywood superbrat. Where once she had kept her Oscar for Klute on a dusty shelf in the cramped, conspicuously ascetic apartment she shared with Hayden, it now takes pride of place with her second one and sundry other awards – not in any of the sumptuous homes she shares with her latest husband, the television tycoon Ted Turner, but in her Los Angeles office. Hanoi Jane, indeed, would scarcely recognise the Jane Fonda of her mid-fifties – a multi-millionaire businesswoman in her own right, thanks as much to her fitness books and videos as to her film production company, who not only admits to surgery for breast enlargement but wears Oscar-night gowns designed to show off the results.


Subsequent history, it should be said, has largely upheld her objections to The Deer Hunter. So effective was the Oscar campaign on the film’s behalf by Allan Carr (see pp. 308–11), later to become producer of the Oscar show itself, that even on awards night some of those associated with his ‘positioning’ of the picture had begun to have doubts. There was ‘a rustle of embarrassment,’ said one journalist, alert to industry nuances, when the award of Best Picture was announced. ‘Early on, we all thought the film was powerful but flawed,’ he said. ‘Now I think there have been a lot of second thoughts that emphasised the flawed. When the picture’s name was read, it was as if you had proposed to a girl and were horrified that she had accepted. I had the peculiar feeling that if the ballots had gone out one week later, The Deer Hunter wouldn’t have won.’


The most controversial – and memorable – scene in The Deer Hunter was a wholly invented one, in which the Vietcong force Robert De Niro and his companions to play Russian roulette. The central metaphor of the movie, as the war correspondent Peter Arnett put it in the Los Angeles Times, was ‘simply a bloody lie’. Cimino defended the moment as a dramatic device which ‘symbolised nothing’ but merely ‘moved the story along’. Accused of ‘artistic irresponsibility’ in distorting historical truth, he argued that Deer Hunter was ‘a surrealistic, not realistic’ film. He was not, he said, trying to rewrite history, or re-create reality: ‘We’re not doing newsreels. We’re movie-makers.’


The rewriting of history, especially in such sensitive areas of America’s recent past, has since become a political undercurrent of the Oscars. The year of The Deer Hunter was also the year that a Screenplay Oscar was won by Oliver Stone for his adaptation of Billy Hayes’s memoir Midnight Express. Asked why the events in the film did not correspond with those in the book, Stone echoed Cimino: ‘We weren’t making a documentary.’ The book, he continued ‘didn’t have the dramatic cohesion the film needed. For instance, the lunatic asylum was originally in the early part of the story. I moved it to the end because I felt things should keep getting worse, and that a lunatic asylum was the bottom line.’


A more radical rewriting of Ron Kovic’s memoirs, in which Stone invented the scene in which Tom Cruise visits the parents of a fellow GI he thinks he has killed, was to create a similar backlash against Born on the Fourth of July – and to cost Stone, as director and co-writer, a possible clean sweep of the 1989 Oscars.


*


Consistently erratic results are one reason the Oscars are perennially sneered at by critics and movie buffs who ought to know better. Accept the principle of singling out films for awards, and it is necessary to examine the methodology of those awards before denouncing them. In the case of the Oscars, it is the degree of sheer hype each year, combined with the spectacular awfulness of the awards show itself, which blinds even the cognoscenti to the simple fact that these are internal awards just like any other industry’s. Most trades and professions, constantly re-examining their own navels, buoy up their annual conferences with awards and citations of all shapes and sizes. The movie industry is no different – only smarter at self-publicity. Given the constitution of the electorate, the Oscars amount to votes of self-confidence distributed among themselves by workers anxious to keep their industry – and thus their jobs – in prime shape.


Oscars are voted not just by those actors, actresses and directors famous for having won them, but by the unknown carpenters, electricians and Best Boys, even extras, who earn a more mundane living from the movies. As John Gregory Dunne, an occasional Hollywood scriptwriter, has written:




The Academy is essentially a trade union, a mixture of below-the-line sound men, special-effects men and PR people, film editors and set dressers, as well as above-the-line actors and directors, producers and writers. The awards are the awards of any union in any company town, a vote for jobs – and hits provide jobs, flops don’t. If the New York film critics, most of whom work for union-organised publications, opened their membership to several thousand typesetters from the Typographical Union and projectionists from IATSE and secretaries from the Newspaper Guild, I suspect that the Academy’s choices would seem a lot less moribund.





Hollywood’s annual general meeting, televised to a billion fans in around one hundred countries, tends to get off to a woefully leaden start. Before any of those envelopes can be opened, there is the grim ordeal of sitting through a dreary sermon from whichever faceless bureaucrat happens to be the current president of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.


Not in 1990. ‘Thank God we’ve got an actor as president,’ one Hollywood producer was heard to whisper – and for once he wasn’t talking about Ronald Reagan. As the lights went down, a dynamic figure strode purposefully forward and fired off an Oscar-worthy invocation, exhorting his audience to surrender to the spirit of the occasion as if they were Henry V’s troops at Agincourt. Karl Malden, the first actor-president of the Academy since Gregory Peck twenty years before, was subsequently re-elected to second and third years in office. The veteran supporting star of such classic films as On the Waterfront, Birdman of Alcatraz and The Cincinnati Kid, himself an Oscar winner in 1951 for A Streetcar Named Desire, Malden declared himself ‘a man with a mission’.


Bouncing around the Academy’s Beverly Hills headquarters with a vigour belying his seventy-five years, Malden was determined to make his mark as president of AMPAS. Where Peck is still remembered for his efforts to curb the less dignified aspects of Oscar campaigns, Malden had loftier, more educational, ideals in mind. But his first presidential priority was to take the awards show upmarket. The previous year’s débâcle had brought hoots of derision even from Hollywood loyalists. Academy members still cringe at the memory of the opening ballad from Rob Lowe, the ‘bratpack’ graduate, in a dance sequence with Snow White so dire as to bring a lawsuit from the Disney studios.


Malden hired his old friend Gil Cates, fifty-five-year-old dean of the UCLA School of Theater, Film and Television, and a former head of the Directors Guild, to give the show some class – an unenviable assignment, in which Cates was generally thought to have succeeded. Dispensing with the old production numbers that embarrassed millions and exasperated the TV schedulers, he supervised a leaner, swifter-paced show, brought in a more sophisticated presenter, Billy Crystal, and in 1990, satellite hooks-ups around all five continents – Hollywood’s gesture to a remarkable political year. Jack Lemmon’s musings from Moscow were drowned in sonic feedback, and Crystal’s Mafioso jokes offended the Italian community, but otherwise the new format worked. The show was applauded on all sides as a refreshingly stylish display of what passes in Hollywood for restraint, and Cates was rehired to orchestrate the 1991 awards.


With this first hurdle safely behind him, Malden declared it his next priority to show the world that the Academy does more than merely dish out its most famous awards. The Oscar telecast may be its main source of income, but AMPAS also functions year-round as a world centre of film studies, training and education. Each summer, for instance, Malden presides at the presentation of the Academy’s annual student film awards, contested by some three hundred aspirant film-makers from all over the States. Then there is the task of sifting through some three thousand entries for the five $20,000 Nicholl screen-writing fellowships awarded each year.


The Academy also sponsors Visiting Artist programmes at college campuses, mounts tributes, retrospectives and exhibitions, awards numerous other scholarships and grants in support of ‘film-related projects’ and publishes sundry works of reference, notably the Academy Players Directory and the Annual Index of Motion Pictures.


As well as the Samuel Goldwyn Theater, its ‘state-of-the-art’ private screening room for Academy members, AMPAS houses the world’s largest archive of films, research material and other movie documents, freely available to researchers, scholars and writers. In 1990 some 14,000 people made use of the Margaret Herrick Library, named after the Academy’s first executive director, which also dealt with some 30,000 telephone reference questions.


Founded in 1931, and long rated the world’s finest movie archive, the vast collection of screenplays, stills, production files and other movie memorabilia – some 100,000 files in all, over 70,000 of them biographical – has recently taken eleven years to catalogue. Thanks to a stream of legacies from celebrated members, the Academy boasts a unique collection of shooting scripts annotated by the directors themselves. When Steven Spielberg first visited, according to Malden, he couldn’t believe that he was able to see – let alone touch – Fred Zinnemann’s very own shooting script for High Noon, with all the director’s marks in the margins. ‘Steven stood there and stroked it, dumbstruck.’


Other famous movie names who bequeathed their personal archives to the Academy range from Huston to Hitchcock, Cukor to Peckinpah, Mary Pickford to Bette Davis. The Paramount Pictures collection alone contains scripts and pressbooks relating to 2,200 Paramount pictures spanning the years 1912 to 1965. Other production files cover 82,000 individual movies from the 1920s to the present day.


Under President Malden’s auspices, this priceless collection was rehoused during 1990 in the old Beverly Hills Waterworks, a historic building stylishly and expensively converted for the purpose, and grandly rechristened the Center for Motion Picture Studies. Now the library, approached through the Bob Hope Lobby, is bigger and better than ever. ‘It is becoming a unique place of pilgrimage for students and lovers of film,’ said Malden. ‘But I’ll go down in history as the man who spent all the Academy’s money.’


Towards the end of a long career as the supporting player par excellence, Malden was thriving on a leading role he had never sought, which was thrust upon him ‘by acclamation’ after he had served for six years representing actors on the Academy’s board of governors. In the Academy’s sixty-five-year history, only six actors before him had served as president: Douglas Fairbanks Sr (1927–9), Conrad Nagel (1932–3), Bette Davis (1941), Jean Hersholt (1945–9), Wendell R. Corey (1961–3) and Gregory Peck (1967–70).


But then the welfare of actors was the last thing on the minds of the Academy’s founders back in 1926 – as indeed was any suggestion that the Academy might hand out awards of merit.
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1926–33
‘A PAT ON THE BACK’




‘It was just a small group getting together for a pat on the back’


Janet Gaynor, first winner, Best Actress





IN THE SUMMER OF 1928 the newly founded Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences paid an out-of-work artist called George Stanley $500 to model a statuette in clay, hand-cast it in bronze, tin and copper, and produce twelve 24-carat gold-plated copies for presentation as ‘awards of merit’ at its annual dinner.


The design had originally been sketched out in the summer of 1926 by a bored committee chairman during one of the fledgling Academy’s early meetings. As he listened to speeches about the need for a strong corporate image, Cedric Gibbons drew a naked knight plunging a crusader’s sword into a reel of film, whose five slots he intended to represent the Academy’s five original branches: producers, directors, actors, writers and technicians. Gibbons got his assistant, Fredric Hope, to design the base in detail, then handed over the statuette’s manufacture to Stanley, under the supervision of Guido Nelli of the California Bronze Foundry.


It would be a few years before the statuette was christened ‘Oscar’, which turned out to be one of the most enduring and celebrated nicknames in the history of corporate logos. Bette Davis used to lay claim to this distinction. Upon winning her first statuette in 1935, she examined ‘the little gold-plated man in the palm of my hand’ – ‘a Hollywood male and, of course, epicene’ – and decided that his backside reminded her of that of her then husband, Harmon O. Nelson. ‘Since the O. in Harmon O. Nelson stood for Oscar, Oscar it has been ever since.’ But Davis’s claim has been hotly disputed.


Though the Academy’s extensive archives offer no conclusive evidence, insiders prefer the story that Margaret Herrick, the organisation’s first librarian (and subsequently its executive secretary), picked up a statuette on her first day at work in 1931 and mused that it reminded her of her uncle, Oscar Pierce. (Mr Pierce, of Texas, was really Herrick’s second cousin, but he was old enough for her to have always called him ‘Uncle’.)


But the Hollywood columnist Sidney Skolsky also later claimed that he was the first to use the word Oscar in 1933, irritated by Katharine Hepburn’s Best Actress award for Morning Glory: ‘It wasn’t a case of “give our child a name”. I wasn’t trying to make it legitimate. The snobbery of that particular Academy Award annoyed me. I wanted to make the gold statuette human.’ Searching for a name that would ‘erase the phony dignity’, Skolsky fastened on the popular vaudeville routine in which comics would josh the orchestra leader in the pit: ‘Will you have a cigar, Oscar?’


The Academy archives reverentially record that Skolsky’s column, supposedly the first official reference to the Academy Awards as an ‘Oscar’, was datelined Palm Springs, California, 18 March 1934. Movie folklore inevitably prefers the Bette Davis version. There is no dispute, however, about the provenance of a remark made about the same time by a sassy MGM screenwriter named Frances Marion: ‘The little gold-washed statuette was thought by sceptics and art-lovers a bit on the amateurish side. Still, I saw it as a perfect symbol of the picture business: a powerful athletic body clutching a gleaming sword with half of his head, that part which held his brains, completely sliced off.’


For Guido Nelli’s studio at the California Bronze Foundry, the vulgar clay statuette brought in by young George Stanley in 1928 was a costly diversion from their real artistic work. So the following year production passed to the Southern California Trophy Company, where it remained for half the history of the Academy Awards – from 1929, their second year, until 1960. SCT used to make fifty statuettes a year, at a charge to the Academy of $105 each. From 1960 to 1982, manufacture of the Oscars passed to the Dodge Trophy Company, and since 1982 has been the privilege of R. S. Owens & Co. of Chicago. Over the statuette’s sixty-three-year history the five holes in the reel of film forming the base of the Oscar have expanded, along with the number of the Academy’s branches, to twelve. But the design of the Academy Award – in its modest way a triumph for the durability of Art Deco – otherwise remains exactly the same today as that bored doodle made by Cedric Gibbons in 1928.


As the studio art director at MGM, and thus an underling of Louis B. Mayer, Gibbons had already been a key player in the unlikely sequence of events which had led, over the previous eighteen months, to the formation of the Academy and the entirely subsidiary afterthought that it might present annual awards of merit. The movie world might never have been blessed with the Oscar had it not been for a whim on Louis Mayer’s part in the autumn of 1926. He would build his family a house at the beach.


Undisputed monarch of Hollywood, and eponymous boss of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Mayer naturally called upon his studio’s art director, that same Cedric Gibbons, to run him up a suitably regal design. When he then ordered a production manager to supervise its construction, however, Mayer made the unsettling discovery that his own MGM workforce would be prohibitively expensive. It would be much cheaper, he was advised, to use outside labour.


The reason, already etched on Mayer’s heart, was the Studio Basic Agreement, a contract signed in November 1926 by nine Hollywood studios and five labour unions, the climax of a ten-year struggle to unionise the craft side of the movie industry. Its implications had appalled the studio bosses, especially Mayer, even before he had wanted his beach house. Trouble had been brewing since a strike by studio craftsmen in 1918; growing labour discontent throughout the early 1920s had led directly to the signing of the peace treaty eight years later. It provided contractual protection only, as yet, for stagehands, carpenters, electricians, painters and musicians, but it would surely not be long before the ‘talent’ – the actors, writers and directors – would also be pressing for standardised contracts. Actors Equity was already trying to rally Hollywood’s completely disorganised acting strength behind its union banner.


To Mayer, this was unthinkable. His studio’s lucrative stranglehold on his employees was under threat. On New Year’s Day 1927 he invited three influential members of the Hollywood community to dinner to talk it all over. It was no coincidence that two of the three were his minions, and that each represented a different branch of the industry: Conrad Nagel was one of Mayer’s leading contract actors, Fred Niblo was director of one of MGM’s biggest box-office hits, Ben-Hur, and Fred Beetson was head of the Association of Motion Picture Producers. There was no apparent agenda, but it did not take much for Mayer to steer the conversation round to the hot topic of the hour: the Studio Basic Agreement (SBA).


At the time, Hollywood was producing more than five hundred feature-length films a year for a weekly audience of one hundred million cinemagoers paying an average 25 cents each in 23,000 theatres across the country. But there were problems beyond the SBA clouding its horizon. How much of a threat was posed to silent pictures by those studios dabbling in sound? One of the smaller outfits, Warner Bros, had bought the rights to a Broadway musical called The Day of Atonement, and was proposing to turn it into a movie renamed The Jazz Singer. Worse, as it then seemed, a series of domestic scandals involving movie stars, from the Fatty Arbuckle case to sundry unmarried cohabitations, was in danger of alienating the audience. The movie industry was undergoing a wave of criticism from church and parent-teacher groups.


Though the SBA had received less publicity, its implications were far more disturbing to the studio bosses. Over dinner that night, Mayer sowed in his guests’ minds the notion of a ‘mutually beneficial’ organisation to unite the interests of the disparate groups who made up the movie industry. Behind the cigar smoke, it sounded more like a rearguard action to protect the studio bosses’ muscle against rebellious technicians, and to keep the talent in its place. But Mayer made it sound like a private club for the film world’s élite, and his handpicked guests endorsed the idea enthusiastically. ‘The idea,’ in the words of Mayer’s biographer, Bosley Crowther, ‘seemed exciting, not to mention flattering.’ Mayer’s guests duly proceeded ‘to spread it among important friends’. Though his presence at the dinner has been disputed – he was not so obviously in Mayer’s pocket as the other two guests – Beetson later wrote in the Academy Bulletin of his pride at being ‘one of the original four to discuss the value to the industry of forming an organisation to benefit all in the industry’. All present agreed to lobby support for a formal dinner to launch such an organisation, to be held – at Mayer’s expense – a week later.


Thus it came to pass, on January 11, 1927, at the Ambassadors Hotel, Los Angeles, that the International Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences was born (though the word ‘International’ was subsequently dropped from its title). The thirty-six people who attended represented all the creative branches of the industry, and are now hallowed as the Academy’s founder-members* – led, of course, by Mayer himself. Membership of the Academy, he said, was open to those who had contributed ‘in a distinguished way to the arts and sciences of motion picture production’. Although he stressed the democratic nature of the new organisation, it did not go unnoticed that the room contained a remarkably high percentage of producers; even Mary Pickford, the only actress among the founder-members, chose to join the producers’ branch. Mayer ensured that he was elected chairman of a committee to define the Academy’s ‘plan and scope’, and suggested that two lawyers be co-opted as ‘special members’ to draft a constitution and by-laws. These two lawyers on hand – Edwin Loeb of Loeb, Walker and Loeb, and his partner George W. Cohen, known in Hollywood as ‘the father of motion-picture contracts’ – just happened to be Mayer’s own.


Within two months the lawyers had drawn up articles of incorporation and submitted them to the state of California. Pending ratification of its status as a nonprofit organisation, the Academy rented a three-room suite at 6912 Hollywood Boulevard and elected its first officers. Fred Niblo, one of Mayer’s original dinner guests, agreed to serve as vice-president under a more celebrated president, Douglas Fairbanks (Sr); and the screenwriter Frank Woods, former film critic for the New York Dramatic Mirror, signed on as the Academy’s first secretary. On 4 May 1927, the Academy was granted its charter as a legal corporation, and a week later an inaugural banquet was held at the Biltmore Hotel.


Three hundred people attended, two hundred and thirty-one of them swelling the Academy’s funds that night by adding their names to its membership. According to Frank Woods’s report of the occasion, Fairbanks reminded the gathering that ‘the screen and all its people were under a great and alarming cloud of public censure and contempt’ and that ‘some constructive action seemed imperative to halt the attacks and establish the industry in the public mind as a legitimate institution, and its people as reputable individuals.’ Fairbanks also added – though no mention had previously been made of this – that among the Academy’s functions would be the bestowing of ‘awards of merit for distinctive achievement’.


The following month, on 20 June, a statement of aims was published:


The Academy will take aggressive action in meeting outside attacks that are unjust.


It will promote harmony and solidarity among the membership and among the different branches.


It will reconcile internal differences that may exist or arise.


It will adopt such ways and means as are proper to further the welfare and protect the honor and good repute of the profession.


It will encourage the improvement and advancement of the arts and sciences of the profession by the interchange of constructive ideas and by awards of merit for distinctive achievements.


It will take steps to develop the greater power and influence of the screen.


In a word, the Academy proposes to do for the motion picture profession in all its branches what other great national and international bodies have done for other arts and sciences and industries.


Buried away in paragraph five, sounding very much like an afterthought, lies the birth of the most potent instrument of publicity and self-promotion any industry ever devised for itself: the Oscar. ‘Even the Oscar,’ in the words of one recent Hollywood historian, ‘was just another way of striking film-makers where they were most vulnerable – at their vanity.’ But the Academy’s annual awards would not be so named for another few years, and it occurred to no one that these awards would one day be the only aspect of the Academy’s work to be known to the moviegoing public – or, in the phrase of Charles Champlin, long-time entertainments editor of the Los Angeles Times, ‘the tail that wags the Academy’. For the time being, Louis Mayer’s brainchild remained a thinly disguised studio pressure group designed to keep further unionisation at bay.


The Academy Awards were almost incidental. There was little interest or excitement even after the idea had been mooted in the statement of aims. Among the several committees formed in the wake of its publication, one was established under the name Awards of Merit, its original members being Sid Grauman (owner of Hollywood Boulevard’s famous Chinese Theater), D.W. Griffith, Henry King, J. Stuart Blackton and Richard Barthelmess, under the chairmanship of that same Cedric Gibbons – a Mayer placeman, of course. An awards ceremony was apparently considered at its first meeting, but 1928 had already dawned when the Academy Bulletin reported that ‘a partial plan was worked out, but, in the press of other business, no definite action was taken by the Board.’ That pressing business was rather more financial than honorific.


To Mary Pickford, the Academy was ‘the League of Nations for the motion picture industry’, an ‘open forum where all branches can meet and discuss constructive solutions to problems with which each is confronted.’ But the real trick on Mayer’s part was to ensure that the Academy represented a number of studios, and all the major talent groups, so that it could be perceived more as a forum for the exchange of ideas and the settling of differences than the studio front organisation it really was. To secure his cover, he ensured that the Academy included separate branches for actors, directors, writers and technicians, as well as producers, and that three representatives from each branch made up the Board of Directors. With the benefit of a decade’s hindsight, the earliest historian of Hollywood’s labour struggle, Murray Ross, saw Mayer’s aspirations rather differently:




There was little exaggeration in Equity’s claim that the producers controlled the destiny of the Academy . . . The foundation members were charter membes and a select few who were elected to the sacrosanct circle. Other Academy members were not eligible for election to the board of directors and could not amend the by-laws. The Academy was obviously never meant to be a thoroughly democratic organisation . . . The founding of the Academy was a master stroke of producer ingenuity; its successful operation resulted from actor acquiescence in its policies.


Or, as another much later study put it:


Studio owners, sensing a new era of labor militancy, threw down one of management’s most dog-eared trumps – a company-formed union called the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences . . . For all its limitations – most notably the lack of a binding enforcement procedure for its labor codes – [the Academy] managed to forestall serious labor organising among the Hollywood artists for over five years.





As if to demonstrate what Mayer was up to, the Academy’s first major challenge in the very summer of its foundation was to referee a dispute between studios and ‘talent groups’ over the imposition of a 10 per cent pay cut – supposedly demanded by the studios’ New York bankers. When the talent threatened to strike, the studio bosses persuaded the producers’ branch of the Academy to resolve things by negotiating cost cuts with other branches. In the terms of the announcement that followed, however, the producers laid the blame for rising motion-picture costs squarely on their ‘fellow’ branches. Thus the Academy was able to take the credit for resolving the dispute and averting the pay cut, but its ‘talent’ branches felt double-crossed, and never again showed much trust in the Academy’s supposed neutrality. It was now openly labelled a ‘company union’ – ‘precisely,’ as Bosley Crowther summed up, ‘what the gentleman who conceived it intended it to be.’


As it became clear, meanwhile, that the ‘talkies’ were here to stay, an increasing number of legitimate actors were travelling to Hollywood from Broadway, where the Actors Equity Association had maintained a closed shop since 1919. Determined that Equity should not pre-empt its role as the natural representative of film actors, the Academy spent the autumn of 1927 negotiating a standard contract for freelance actors, the first such actor–producer agreement in the history of Hollywood. Equity would battle on for another couple of years, but the Academy had outmanoeuvred them, as the failure of an Equity strike would prove in 1929.


By the early summer of 1928, recently installed in new offices in the Roosevelt Hotel, the Academy was in a mood to revive its original notion of annual awards, more to shore up its growing status in the movie community than to reward talent or excite the moviegoing public. By now The Jazz Singer had been released – to such popular excitement that the Awards Committee deemed it ineligible, on the dubious grounds that it would be ‘unfair’ competition for silent pictures. In July it was announced that awards would be made in twelve categories: production, artistic quality of production, actor, actress, director, comedy director, cinematography, interior decoration, engineering effects and three writing awards (adaptation, original story and title writing). The twelve months from 1 August 1927 to 31 July 1928 was declared the period of eligibility, and the studios were asked to produce a list of pictures released within those dates.


The Best Production award would honour ‘the most outstanding motion picture considering all elements that contribute to a picture’s greatness.’ The Artistic Quality of Production award, by contrast, would salute ‘the Producing Company, or Producer, who produced the most artistic, unique and or original motion picture without reference to cost or magnitude.’ The special award for Comedy Direction (which would survive only one year) was designed to assist those studios specialising in slapstick shorts, still the most lucrative of all celluloid products.


‘Engineering effects’ was something of a cop-out by the Academy’s technical branch, who could not agree how to categorise their different roles, separating only cinematography and interior decoration from ‘the best achievement in producing effects of whatever character obtained by engineering or mechanical means.’ Title writing – the art of composing captions for silent films – was an afterthought from the writers’ branch, requiring the Academy to staple last-minute inserts into the ballot forms sent out to every member of the Academy along with the studio-inspired ‘reminder list’ of eligible pictures, still an integral part of the Oscar process to this day.


In an attempt to offset its unpopularity with the talent groups, and ensure a healthy rate of returns, the Academy’s rulebook hyped the new awards into something that sounded worth winning:




All members of the Academy are urged as a special duty and privilege to fill in their nominations for the Academy Awards of Merit with full recognition of the importance and responsibility of the act. Academy Awards of Merit should be considered the highest distinction attainable in the motion picture profession and only by the impartial justice and wisdom displayed by the membership in making their nominations will this desired result be possible.
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