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For Oscars, a new
turn towards an
old friend: Dollars
This is the first time in nearly a decade
– since the 2009 year of eligibility – that
three movies have grossed at least
US$200 million at the time of nominations
By Steven Zeitchik
FOR many years, the Oscars were accused of taking an overly narrow view
of what constitutes a best picture, prioritising a certain kind of art-house
film above all others.
Not anymore.
The Academy of Motion Picture
Arts & Sciences, the 8,000-strong
group considered the most influential in the entertainment industry,
made a number of definition-expanding firsts on Tuesday when it announced its best picture candidates.
It chose among its eight nominees
a movie (Roma) from Netflix, a
streaming company that has angered
traditionalists with its indifference to
the theatrical experience. It went with
an instalment in the Marvel Cinematic
Universe (Black Panther), the first
modern superhero film to land the
honour. And it selected a populist
rock biopic (Bohemian Rhapsody)
that had been savaged by many critics and thought dead just two weeks
ago.
“The irony is, the year they decided against the ‘popular’ Oscar,
look at how popular the movies they
ended up with really were,” said John
Sloss, executive producer of the
best-picture-nominated Green Book,
referring to a shelved plan last summer to create a separate category for
blockbusters.
It is the first time in nearly a decade – since the 2009 year of eligibility
– that three movies have grossed at
least US$200 million at the time of
nominations. Last year, not a single
best-picture nominee reached that
benchmark.
But, in so doing, the group also
opened questions about the importance of money in its choices.
Bohemian Rhapsody, about the
late Queen frontman Freddie Mercury, was written off with few top

nominations from Hollywood’s
guilds and a Metacritic score below
even 50 per cent. Yet it had grossed
US$202 million and, after landing a
major prize with the 90 people who
decide the Golden Globes, secured a
best-picture nomination.
Roma, though far from a commercial hit, may have had financial
factors behind its selection too. Netflix has spent profusely to land a nomination for the film, a black-and-white
Spanish-language coming-of-age
movie from Alfonso Cuarón centred
on housekeepers in 1970s Mexico.
The company worked with a high-end
art-book publisher Assouline to put
together a glossy volume (retail price
US$175), held events at Los Angeles
hot spots such as Spago, and took numerous billboard and television ads,
all to attract attention from academy
members.

Popular Oscar
And Black Panther was a consensus
critical favourite. But the academy
has been eager regardless to find a
place for the movie, which is the
third-highest-grossing film in the
United States of all time. Its success
was one of the motivations for the
“popular” Oscar, according to a person familiar with the discussions who
was not authorised to talk about them
publicly.
“What this speaks to is an academy
that needs more people watching the
show, pure and simple,” a movie executive not affiliated with the campaigns for any of these three films
said, asking for anonymity so as not
to be seen criticising competitors.
“They’ve always needed it. But this
year they’ve done something about
it.” The academy has been desperate
to broaden its base as ratings have
plummeted. Last year marked an
all-time low, as 26.6 million average
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Selected Oscar nominations
Best picture

Writing (adapted screenplay)

Black Panther
BlacKkKlansman
Bohemian Rhapsody
The Favourite
Green Book
Roma
A Star Is Born
Vice

Actor in a leading role

total viewers watched the ABC telecast, down nearly 20 per cent from
the previous year, according to
Nielsen.
Best picture is a good place to do
that, because nominees tend to get
the most screen time and occupy a
segment that is among the highest
rated, as they will again when the
show airs on Feb 24 without a single
host. And unlike nearly every other
category, the category’s nominees are
a reflection of the entire academy.
(Best picture is decided on by the entire membership, as opposed to the
clusters of several hundred to a thousand people who decided nominees
for many individual categories.) But
while a ratings-hungry academy
might crave a blockbuster best-picture nominee, the connection
between the two is tenuous.
The years in which Avatar and The
Lord of the Rings: The Return of The
King garnered many nominations did
see strong ratings. But the highest
viewership this century actually
came in a less-massive year – in the
2013 season when 12 Years a Slave
won, with Gravity the highest-grossing best-picture nominee.
Whether the academy this year
moved toward popular taste or vice
versa was a matter of debate. Industry members volleyed back and
forth on Tuesday on whether some of
these hits – they also include the Lady
Gaga-driven remake of A Star Is Born –
were more Oscar-worthy than past
smashes or whether the Oscars were
simply more willing to give those
smashes a look.
Part of the shift may be a matter of
voting demographics. The academy
has increased its ranks by more than
30 per cent since 2016, with many of
the new members coming from
younger demographics with fewer
preconceptions about what an Oscar
drama should look like.
That new demographic is also
more racially diverse, a response to
the criticism that the academy has historically been too white. (This year’s
record-high new class was nearly 40
per cent people of colour.) That may

Christian Bale (Vice)
Bradley Cooper (A Star Is Born)
Willem Dafoe (At Eternity’s Gate)
Rami Malek (Bohemian Rhapsody)
Viggo Mortensen (Green Book)

Actress in a leading role

Yalitza Aparicio (Roma)
Glenn Close (The Wife)
Olivia Colman (The Favourite)
Lady Gaga (A Star Is Born)
Melissa McCarthy (Can You Ever
Forgive Me?)

Actor in a supporting role
Mahershala Ali (Green Book)
Adam Driver (BlacKkKlansman)
Sam Elliott (A Star Is Born)
Richard E. Grant (Can You Ever
Forgive Me?)
Sam Rockwell (Vice)

Joel Coen, Ethan Coen
(The Ballad of Buster Scruggs)
Charlie Wachtel, David Rabinowitz,
Kevin Willmott, Spike Lee
(BlacKkKlansman)
Nicole Holofcener and Jeff Whitty
(Can You Ever Forgive Me?)
Barry Jenkins (If Beale Street
Could Talk)
Eric Roth, Bradley Cooper, Will Fetters
(A Star Is Born)

Writing (original screenplay)
Deborah Davis, Tony McNamara
(The Favourite)
Paul Schrader (First Reformed)
Nick Vallelonga, Brian Currie,
Peter Farrelly (Green Book)
Alfonso Cuarón (Roma)
Adam McKay (Vice)

Music (original score)

Terence Blanchard (BlacKkKlansman)
Ludwig Goransson (Black Panther)
Nicholas Britell (If Beale Street
Could Talk)
Alexandre Desplat (Isle of Dogs)
Marc Shaiman, Scott Wittman
(Mary Poppins Returns)

Amy Adams (Vice)
Marina de Tavira (Roma)
Regina King (If Beale Street
Could Talk)
Emma Stone (The Favourite)
Rachel Weisz (The Favourite)

All the Stars (Black Panther)
I’ll Fight (RBG)
The Place Where Lost Things Go
(Mary Poppins Returns)
Shallow (A Star Is Born)
When a Cowboy Trades His Spurs for
Wings (The Ballad of Buster Scruggs)

Directing

Foreign language film

Spike Lee (BlacKkKlansman)
Pawel Pawlikowski (Cold War)
Yorgos Lanthimos (The Favourite)
Alfonso Cuarón (Roma)
Adam McKay (Vice)

have helped Spike Lee get his
first-ever directing nomination. His
film, BlacKkKlansman, was also nominated for best picture, joining Black
Panther as a film that used genre to
discuss weighty issues about race.

Seizing the moment
Disney executives realised the
change that was upon them and
seized the moment. The Panther nomination occasioned a statement from
no less a figure than Robert Iger, the
company’s chairman and chief executive “Congratulations to all of our nominated films, and especially Black Panther, ” he said. “To see it recognised
by the academy today with seven
nominations, including Best Picture,

Capernaum (Lebanon)
Cold War (Poland)
Never Look Away (Germany)
Roma (Mexico)
Shoplifters (Japan)

is truly an honour.” He went on to offer well wishes to Black Panther director Ryan Coogler and Marvel executive Kevin Feige “for their creative excellence, unparallelled artistry, and
heartfelt passion for this project”.
The year of big-studio movies
brings full circle what had been nothing short of a two-decade revolution
at the Oscars. It began during the
1996-1997 season, when four of the
five best-picture nominees came
from so-called studio specialty divisions; none of the quartet topped
US$50 million in box office at the
time of nominations. That ended a
long period in which Hollywood’s major studios made movies that the
Oscars recognised.
The trend reached its apex in the

Beneficiaries are each
issued a card bearing a
unique QR code that will
be scanned by stallholders
to complete the meal
redemption process.
PHOTO: OCBC

Singapore

Down
1 Note enclosing an invoice,
primarily for wine (7)
2 Club with advantage (5)
3 Call to mind right English
prayer (9)
4 Musical instrument used in
early recordings (4)

5 Gossip about old medium? It’s
not important (2,6)
6 Onset of storm affected little
monkey (5)
7 Worried about husband
blocking an expressway (8)
8 Particular case not in position
(6)
14 Disrespectful, having lost
nine running (8)
16 Get to know while on
express (9)
17 Very strong players
supported by press (4-4)
18 Horrified at hags dancing (6)
20 Old comedy star, man with
short tie (7)
22 Cycled over for cowboy
carnival (5)
24 Publish result (5)
25 Stylish young flier king
ignored (4)
YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION
Across: 1 Scientist, 8 Ladys
bedstraw, 11 Monet, 12 Digit,
13 Amber, 16 Outlet, 17
Enzyme, 18 Spill, 19 Arcade, 20
Apathy, 21 Affix, 24 Climb, 26
Corer, 27 Flash in the pan, 28 In
the pink
Down: 2 Crypt, 3 Emblem, 4 To
date, 5 Sited, 6 Magnetic field, 7
Hang by a thread, 9 Annoyance,
10 Steel yard, 13 At sea, 14
Brief, 15 Relax, 22 Finish, 23
Instep, 25 Basin, 26 Clean
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One way a new era may begin is with
Netflix, which capped its achievement with an announcement it would
join the Motion Picture Association of
America, the industry trade group
composed of the biggest studios,
many of which have been sceptical
about the streamer.
Netflix executives declined to comment on the nominations or its campaign for Roma. Instead, a spokeswoman sent a quote from Ted Sarandos,
the company’s chief content officer.
“Thank you to the academy for recognising all those who took creative
leaps this past year. We are honoured
to receive our first Best Picture nomination and so many other firsts this
morning,” he said. Congratulations to
all of the nominees for pushing
boundaries and making films that inspire us all.” Some contenders on
Tuesday grumbled privately that Netflix was not interested in the theatrical experience and was using Roma,
a respected director and now the
academy as a stalking horse to erode
cinema.
But those involved with Roma said
they saw the nominations as achieving a purer goal.
“This is a movie that talks about
the role of community, and in Mexico,
that has been suffering for years,”
Marina de Tavira, one of the stars of
Roma, said in an interview. “I am so
happy with what Netflix has done because it has brought attention to
these places. I hope it opens up the
possibility for many more movies like
it.” WP

Charity pilots app that lets seniors
redeem meals using QR code
By Vivien Ang
vivang@sph.com.sg

Across
1 Playwright with words to say
about singular lack of courage
(12)
9 Impropriety of popular Italian
novelist breaking cylinder (9)
10 Grown-up daughter wearing
gold locket that’s empty (5)
11 Call the French pointer (6)
12 Withdraw from stage
unhappy (4,4)
13 One ascends to find flowers
(6)
15 English writer married off,
acquiring wife in US state (8)
18 Stayed at home, mostly to
feed boy’s dog (8)
19 I study head of image caught
that’s like an emoji? (6)
21 Girl catching it causes
extreme amusement (8)
23 Uncouth person in
conveyance lacking power:
Russian conveyance (6)
26 Extremely savvy fellow
backed church council (5)
27 Picks up in the course of
authentic practice session (9)
28 Continuing interest in
profitable business (5,7)

New era started by Netflix

Music (original song)

Actress in a supporting role

2007-2008 season, which also saw
only one studio nominee and one
nominee that exceeded US$50 million – and the one studio film was a
dark R-rated drama, Michael Clayton.
(Studio specialty divisions are affiliated with the studios but run separately from them and often take on grittier fare at lower budgets.)
And it continued well into the
2010s. Two years ago, not a single
best-picture nominee had even
reached US$100 million at the time of
nominations. The eventual winner
was Moonlight, the second-lowest-grossing victor of the modern era.
It was produced and released by A24,
an independent company.
“I think if you look back at the recent history of the Oscars is a
20-plus-year bubble that now may be
ending,” said Tom Quinn, a veteran of
many campaigns over that time who
now runs the specialty distributor
Neon, referring to the era that began
with the seminal 1996-1997 Oscar
season. “I don’t think you could have
predicted then all that it would
bring.”

FOOD from the Heart (FFTH), a charity that
feeds the needy in Singapore, on Wednesday piloted Project Belanja!, a cooked food
initiative enabling vulnerable seniors to redeem hot meals at food stalls near their
homes through a Food Trust app developed by CCS Group Pte Ltd.
Using smart technology for fuss-free redemption of meals offers convenience
and choice for the seniors; and minimises
administrative and paper work for participating hawkers as well as the charity organisation.
OCBC Bank donated close to S$50,000
to support this pilot, paying for the meals
for about 50 seniors for an entire year.
The bank has also committed to extend
support to more seniors under the care of
FFTH, should the pilot project be successful.
Sim Bee Hia, CEO of FFTH, said: “FFTH
strives to meet the needs of our beneficiaries as we work to alleviate hunger amongst
the needy in Singapore. Some of our elderly beneficiaries are not able to cook at
home due to ailing health. They also face
challenges moving around. Project Belanja! allows them to redeem
ready-cooked meals conveniently at a
nearby food stall within their usual activ-

ity zone. It also empowers beneficiaries to
choose and decide what they wish to consume, and also encourages them to step
out of the house to socialise.”
Koh Ching Ching, OCBC Bank’s head of
Group Brand and Communications, said:
“The term belanja embodies the spirit of
OCBC Bank’s partnership with Food from
the Heart – to treat needy families to nutritious meals for better health. With this digitised pilot food redemption initiative,

we are introducing seniors to QR code redemption, a clever and fuss-free way of
helping them to embrace technology
without having the fear of misplacing or accidentally tearing physical coupons. It
also encourages them to adapt to using
cashless payment options over time. Upon
the success of this pilot and as more food
stall owners come on board, OCBC is prepared to provide financial support to ensure that more seniors can enjoy a larger

variety of nutritious hot meals.”
As part of its pilot, the programme will
serve close to 50 elderly beneficiaries
from the Evergreen Circle Senior Activity
Centre. This will be facilitated by the Food
Trust app, with FFTH as the first user of
the technology. As part of this process, beneficiaries will each be issued a card bearing a unique QR code, and stallholders will
use the app on their smartphones to scan
the cards and complete the meal redemption process – a scalable mechanism that
will allow FFTH to potentially serve more
beneficiaries.
Food Trust’s founder Daniel Koh said:
“We are pleased to pilot the app together
with the launch of FFTH’s new programme, and look forward to streamlining
the meal redemption process to better
serve both the givers and recipients of
cooked meals with the help of technology.
We are heartened that this app will play a
part in making a difference to the community, and continue to look at ways we
can improve our efforts.”

SP Group brings Chinese New Year cheer to 2,300 underprivileged families
Singapore
THE Chinese New Year period is not only a
time for loved ones and friends to gather,
but one to give back to the community.
With that in mind, some 300 SP Group
staff volunteers, who call themselves SP
Heart Workers, handed out gift packs to
more than 2,300 families in Buona Vista,
Geylang Bahru, Punggol North, Tampines
West, Toa Payoh-Balestier, Woodgrove and
Yio Chu Kang.
Each family received a “Power Pack” containing essential food items such as rice,
Milo, biscuits and canned food – items
donated and packed by SP employees.
SP Group has been organising distribution drives for such gift packs since 2015.
Many of these families live in districts

where SP’s Heart Workers regularly spend
time and resources supporting seniors
and families from underprivileged backgrounds.
Among the recipients were 200 residents in Toa Payoh West-Balestier, an area
where SP Heart Workers regularly serve
lunches to seniors at Meeting Point@128, a
senior activity centre that SP Group helped
to set up a year ago.
These volunteers host a range of activities that include game and craftwork sessions, and even digital clinics on the use of
smart phones and mobile applications;
they also promote awareness of electrical
and gas safety, and take the seniors on outings to places of interest.
On Jan 17, the seniors were invited to a
carnival held at SP Group’s headquarters.

SP Group’s chief corporate officer Wong Chit Sieng (left) and volunteer
Gladys Lie (right) with Francisca Katherine d/o Andrew (second from right)
and her family. PHOTO: SP GROUP
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