Thinking big

Filmmakers looking for Oscar gold might want to consider a project with a grand scale and hefty running time


Jan. 06, 2004

By Steve Hockensmith

You've got your DGA card. You have an agent who returns your phone calls. You've cleared off just the right spot on the mantelpiece. And you've had the first draft of your acceptance speech written since 1995. Now all you need is an Academy Award for best director.

How do you get one? In search of an answer, we went directly to the source: the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. Understandably, the Academy was reluctant to hand out advice. So we turned to professional awards-show handicappers and Oscar experts and asked for their tips.

Not all of their answers were particularly practical.

"Make friends with Harvey Weinstein," says English film critic Neil Young, who posts his Oscar predictions on the Web site Film Lounge (www.jigsawlounge.co.uk/film).

"Sell your soul early," says Jim Piazza, co-author of "The Academy Awards: The Complete History of Oscar."

Despite such wisecracks, a genuine consensus did emerge: Think big. According to Young, Piazza and other Academy Awards authorities, size really does matter.

"Oscar voters confuse 'best picture' with 'big picture,'" says Tom O'Neil, author of the book "Movie Awards" and host of the award-predictions Web site GoldDerby.com. "Not only does the movie with the most nominations usually win; the longest movie usually wins. So epics have an edge because they've got that grand scale Academy voters respond to."

According to O'Neil, the films that will have epic cachet on their side this year include Fox's "Master and Commander: The Far Side of the World," which clocks in at 138 minutes; Warner Bros. Pictures' "The Last Samurai" (144 minutes); Miramax's "Cold Mountain" (153 minutes); and New Line's final installment in "The Lord of the Rings" trilogy, "The Return of the King" (a whopping 210 minutes). As he sees it, Academy voters will be drawn to these films because they'll seem to fit in with the sweeping epics of yesteryear.

"Ultimately, what they're doing is assigning a movie a place in film history's pantheon, so it has to feel important," O'Neil says. "Something like (2001's) 'In the Bedroom' can get nominated, but it would seem dwarfed when put side by side with (1939's) 'Gone With the Wind' and (1962's) 'Lawrence of Arabia.' It would look like a pipsqueak amongst giants."

History seems to bear out his theory. 

During the past two decades, films with an "epic" feel have delivered Oscars to their directors' doorsteps time and again. Among the recipients: Warren Beatty for "Reds" (1981), Richard Attenborough for "Gandhi" (1982), Sydney Pollack for "Out of Africa" (1985), Bernardo Bertolucci for "The Last Emperor" (1987), Kevin Costner for "Dances With Wolves" (1990), Mel Gibson for "Braveheart" (1995), Anthony Minghella for "The English Patient" (1996) and James Cameron for "Titanic" (1997).

Other than sheer gigantism, what do these movies have in common? Gary Smith, author of the book "Epic Films," has a rather academic definition of an epic: "a (work) of elevated character, describing the exploits of heroes and composed in a lofty narrative style." 

Piazza, though, offers a more down-to-earth explanation: "It's a dishonest take on history," he says, singling out Peter Weir's depiction of life at sea in "Master."

"Winston Churchill said, 'The British navy was about three things: flogging, rum and sodomy.' This movie covers two of them," Piazza says. "That cabin boy (played by Max Pirkis) would not have survived intact after three months on the open sea."

Former "The Daily Show" movie critic Frank DeCaro, host of five Comedy Central Oscar specials, has a more eclectic list of elements he looks for in a modern epic.

"You used to need lots of animals, but now you just need animals that have been computer-generated," he says. "And you don't need a cast of thousands anymore; you need a cast of a dozen, and then you can clone them a million times. You can make it look like an army coming over a hill when it's really just three guys on their way to the craft-service table. You need a leading lady who's beautiful, and it wouldn't hurt if she has great earrings. And you need a fantastically handsome leading man, and it helps if you can get him into a skirt. Hotties in skirts always help."

As important as those "hotties" might be to DeCaro, he admits that Academy voters probably are more swayed by the logistical challenges in helming a big-budget project -- even if those challenges end up detracting from the overall quality of the film.

"With the really huge movies, sometimes you get the feeling all the director was doing was acting like the guy on the airport runway with those two big flashlights," DeCaro says. "That's basically his job: 'Over there! Go that way!' He's making sure the elephant is in the right place, as opposed to drawing out beautiful performances from his performers."

In fact, Academy voters' fondness for bloat might account for a few best director wins that haven't been judged kindly by history. O'Neil calls Attenborough's "Gandhi" victory over Steven Spielberg, who helmed "E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial" that year, "one of Oscar's biggest boners." DeCaro has similar condemnation for William Wyler's 1959 win for "Ben-Hur" over Billy Wilder for "Some Like It Hot" and Minghella's "English Patient" triumph over Joel Coen for "Fargo."

"I'm guessing there are a lot more people renting 'Some Like It Hot' and 'E.T.' and 'Fargo' than are renting 'Ben-Hur' and 'Gandhi' and 'The English Patient,'" DeCaro says. "How many times can you look at Ben Kingsley in gauze? It's just not that exciting. Whereas E.T. in drag is something you can watch over and over again."

Nonetheless, DeCaro admits that certain epics have an irresistible appeal that stands the test of time -- despite whatever flaws those films might possess.

"Bigger movies can be fun because they revel in their own movieness; they're the most 'cinematic,'" he says. "Like 'Titanic': I hated that movie, yet I kind of have an urge to see it again." 

