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In this file photo US director David Fincher pos-
es as he arrives at the Italian premiere of the
film “The Girl with the Dragoon Tattoo” direct-
ed by David Fincher in Rome. 

Danish film director Thomas Vinterberg speaks to the press after being nominated for an Oscar
award as best director for ‘Another Round’ in Copenhagen, Denmark .— AFP photos

“M
ank,” David Fincher’s black-
and-white ode to “Citizen
Kane,” comfortably led this

year’s Oscars nominations Monday with
10 nods including for best picture and
best director, as female filmmakers and
streamers smashed Academy records.
The Netflix reimagining of Hollywood’s
Golden Age was far ahead of the com-
petition following the announcement,
which saw six films receive six nomina-
tions apiece including US road movie

“Nomadland” and anti-Vietnam War
courtroom drama “The Trial of the
Chicago 7.”

In a year that saw a record 70 women
nominated, there were directing nods for
Chloe Zhao (“Nomadland”) and Emerald
Fennell (“Promising Young Woman”) —
the first year the Academy of Motion
Picture Arts and Sciences has ever
selected multiple women in the catego-
ry. The nominations narrow the field to
the final hopefuls for April 25, the latest-
ever date for Hollywood’s award season-
capping spectacle which has been
transformed and delayed by the COVID-
19 pandemic. Zhao is the first woman of

color ever nominated as director, while
Aaron Sorkin (“Chicago 7”) had to settle
for a screenplay nomination after miss-
ing out to the likes of Fincher and Danish
director Thomas Vinterberg (“Another
Round.”) 

The Academy awarded a historically
diverse field, including six nods to civil
rights drama “Judas and the Black
Messiah” featuring Daniel Kaluuya and
LaKeith Stanfield, and a first Asian-
American best actor nod for Steven

Yuen in Korean-American immigrant dra-
ma “Minari.” The other films tied in sec-
ond with six nominations were Amazon’s
“Sound of Metal,” about a rock drummer
who loses his hearing, and harrowing
dementia chronicle “The Father”-which
saw former winner Anthony Hopkins bag
a sixth career acting nod. Ahead of the
nominations announcement, Academy
president David Rubin confirmed this
year’s Oscars would be broadcast from
Los Angeles’ cavernous Union Station as
well as its traditional Dolby Theatre
home in Hollywood. Celebrity couple
Priyanka Chopra Jonas and Nick Jonas
then read out the nominees in a live-

stream from London.

‘Used to streaming’ 
No streaming film has ever won the

Academy’s most prestigious prize-best
picture. But with most US movie theaters
closed all year due to COVID, several
big-screen studio blockbusters skipped
their 2020 releases entirely, leaving an
eclectic field of hopefuls that favored the
likes of Netflix and Amazon Prime. Netflix
dominated the nominations Monday,
earning 35 stabs at glory, smashing its
own record of 24 set last year. It earned
multiple nods with 1920s blues drama
“Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom,” which saw
Chadwick Boseman land a rare posthu-
mous best actor nomination following his
death from cancer last August.

Boseman missed out on a second,
supporting acting nod for Spike Lee’s
“Da 5 Bloods,” also from Netflix. Rival
Amazon Prime broke its own record with
12 nods, including three nominations for
another civil rights-themed movie, “One
Night in Miami,” and two for comedy
“Borat Subsequent Moviefilm.”
Appropriately, with Hollywood’s private
screening rooms and glitzy film cam-
paign events shuttered, even Oscar vot-
ers watched nearly all the 366 con-
tenders via the Academy’s own online
streaming platform.

“We are almost used to streaming
now,” said one member of the Academy,
which has traditionally championed the
big-screen experience. “It’s quite incred-
ible what can happen within a year.”
New streamers Disney+ and Apple
earned their first-ever Oscar nomina-
tions.  But for top prize, streamers will
still need to get past presumed best pic-
ture frontrunner “Nomadland,” which has
dominated early festival and award sea-
son prizes including the Golden Globes.
The intimate US road movie comes from

Searchlight-the arthouse distributor now
owned by Disney which has steered the
likes of “The Shape of Water” and
“Birdman” to recent Oscars glory. Its
director Zhao is the first woman to
receive four nominations in a single
year-also earning nods for editing,
screenplay and as a producer-and
Frances McDormand contends for best
actress.

‘Areas of fluidity’ 
“Contagion” director Steven

Soderbergh will produce this year’s
pandemic-struck Oscars, which relaxed
eligibility criteria to admit more stream-
ing titles and movies released in early
2021. While locations are now con-
firmed, precise details of the ceremony
will depend on local COVID restrictions
in Los Angeles, where movie theaters
are among indoor businesses set to
reopen at limited capacity this week
after a brutal winter COVID-19 spike.
Unlike last year, clear frontrunners are
yet to emerge in the acting categories,
with Variety film awards editor Clayton
Davis noting that there are many “areas
of fluidity.”

“Borat” co-star Maria Bakalova, who
was nominated Monday, has become “a
darling of this year’s quarantine cam-
paign trail,” he wrote. Viola Davis (“Ma
Rainey”) was also picked alongside
McDormand, Carey Mulligan for
“Promising Young Woman” and Andra
Day for “The United States vs Billie
Holiday.” Along with Boseman and
Hopkins, the lead actor category was
rounded out by Riz Ahmed (“Sound of
Metal”), Gary Oldman (“Mank”) and
Steven Yeun (“Minari.”)— AFP 

Five takeaways
from the Oscars
nominations

T
he Oscar nominations Monday
anointed “Mank” as this sea-
son’s leader, and saved multi-

ple nods for other widely tipped
frontrunners such as “Nomadland”
and “The Trial of the Chicago 7.” But
there were plenty of surprises and
records among the Academy’s
picks, from diversity landmarks to
the venue itself. Here are five take-
aways from the Academy Award
nominations announcement:

Who’s the lead? 
It is a debate that has plagued

movie sets since the Oscars began-
which A-lister is billed as the lead
actor, and which must swallow their
pride and settle for “supporting”?
Bizarrely, for “Judas and the Black
Messiah,” it would seem neither
actor is the star. Both Globe-winning
Daniel Kaluuya and LaKeith
Stanfield were nominated as best
supporting actor for their portrayals
of Black civil rights activist Fred
Hampton and FBI informant William
O’Neall. Unlike other ceremonies,
the Oscars place actors in the cate-
gory for which they receive the most
votes. “Only Oscar voters could
watch a film about two black men
and decide both must be support-
ing characters,” tweeted the
Telegraph’s film critic Robbie Collin.

#OscarsSoDiverse? 
Despite years of #OscarsSoWhite

criticism, Monday’s nominations saw
multiple diversity landmarks set.
Steven Yuen became the first Asian-
American nominated as best actor
for “Minari,” and will compete
against Riz Ahmed (“Sound of
Metal”) — the first Pakistani-origin
star nominated. Viola Davis became
the most nominated Black actress
ever, landing her fourth nod for “Ma
Rainey’s Black Bottom.” She will
compete against Andra Day in “The
United States vs Billie Holiday”-the
first time two Black women have fea-
tured in the category. In total, a
record nine actors of color were
nominated across the four acting
categories. But there were snubs for
“Ma Rainey” and “One Night in
Miami”-two acclaimed films featur-
ing all-Black casts and directors-in
the coveted Oscar for best picture
nominations. 

‘Live from Platform 8...’ 
Before the nominations even got

under way, Academy president
David Rubin dropped the news that
Oscars night will be split between
Hollywood’s Dolby Theatre-and a
train station. Details are still thin on
the ground, but the enormous Union
Station in downtown Los Angeles
will allow for plenty of social distanc-
ing among stars, seeming to indi-
cate a more “in-person” approach to
the prize giving compared with the
mainly virtual Golden Globes and
Emmys. The announcement came
just nine hours after the well-
received Grammys, which saw
many of the music industry’s top
names attend and perform at the
socially distanced gala in Los
Angeles.

36th time lucky 
Romanian cinema has a long

history of being snubbed by the
Academy. It had doggedly submit-
ted 35 previous movies for the
Oscars, without securing a single
nomination-until Monday. Shocking
corruption documentary
“Collective” not only ended the
Eastern European nation’s long
barren streak with a best interna-
tional film nod, but added a rare
second for best documentary.
Tunisia also landed its first ever
Oscars pick with “The Man Who
Sold His Skin,” at a relatively eco-
nomical seventh time of trying. Both
will have to see off presumed fron-
trunner “Another Round,” the
Danish dark comedy about drink-
ing that also earned Thomas
Vinterberg a directing nomination.

‘Promising Young Woman’ 
At the other end of the spectrum,

Oscars recognition came startlingly
fast for 35-year-old British director
Emerald Fennell. She became the
first woman ever nominated for
directing her debut film, with
“Promising Young Woman.” The
#MeToo thriller about a revenge-
seeker feigning drunkenness at bars
to prey on misogynist men ended
up with five nominations, also
including best picture.  “FUUUUUU-
UUUUUUUUUUUUUU....” wrote
Fennell following the announce-
ment-adding: “Never going to stop
crying.”— AFP 

T
he director of the first ever Tunisian
film to be tipped for an Oscar has
hailed the “historical” nomination

and urged the North African country’s
authorities to support homegrown cine-
ma. Kaouther Ben Hania’s film “The Man
Who Sold His Skin” was put forward for
best foreign language film ahead of the
April 25 Oscars ceremony in Hollywood.
“It’s a historic event, a first for Tunisia,”
said Ben Hania via phone from France.
“It’s a dream come true.” The film, starring
Italian actress Monica Bellucci alongside
Syrian Yahya Mahyani and Belgian Koen
De Bouw, tells the story of a Syrian
refugee who allows a tattoo artist to use
his back as a canvas in order to get to
Europe.

Ben Hania said she hoped the Oscar
nomination would lead to more support
for cinema and film-makers in Tunisia.
The French-Tunisian director, 43, was
born in the marginalized rural town of Sidi
Bouzid which in late 2010 was the site of
the events that sparked the Arab Spring
uprisings. She won plaudits at the Cannes
Film Festival in 2017 for her feature-length
film Beauty and the Dogs, the story of a
Tunisian woman who pushes for justice
after being raped.—AFP

B
orn in Beijing but long fascinated
by the US West, “Nomadland”
director Chloe Zhao has Hollywood

in the palm of her hand with a string of
prestigious award nominations and a
Marvel superhero film on the way. The
38-year-old indie filmmaker earned four
Oscar nods Monday, including best
director and best picture, for her intimate
road movie about semi-retired
Americans living off the grid in dilapidat-
ed vans. She is the first woman ever to
land four Oscar picks in a year, and the
first woman of color nominated for the
Academy’s best director statuette-barely
two weeks after she earned a historic
Golden Globe for the film.

“Thank you so much to my Academy
peers for recognizing this film that is very
close to my heart,” Zhao said in a state-
ment to US media Monday. Set on the
spectacular open road of unfamiliar and
sparsely populated states like South
Dakota and Nebraska, “Nomadland” is
just Zhao’s latest love letter to her adopt-
ed US homeland’s wide and wild spaces.
Zhao’s first film “Songs My Brothers
Taught Me,” about a teen dreaming of a
life beyond the Pine Ridge Indian
Reservation, saw her spend months
immersed in the remote indigenous South
Dakota region.

She stumbled upon images of the
Lakota Indian homeland by chance while
at film school in New York, and hoped she
could “tell a story to make things better,”
according to a recent New York
Magazine interview. The film earned festi-
val prizes but Zhao’s breakthrough came
two years later with “The Rider,” another
quasi-Western filmed in Pine Ridge and
the nearby Badlands National Park, which
she would again return to in
“Nomadland.” Another common theme of
Zhao’s movies is casting non-actors to

play semi-fictionalized versions of them-
selves.

“The Rider” was conceived after a
cowboy Zhao met badly injured himself
but refused to quit the rodeo-Brady
Jandreau, who stars as “Brady
Blackburn.” For the first time in
“Nomadland” Zhao worked with a bona
fide acting superstar in Frances
McDormand, but still encouraged the
double-Oscar winner and producer to
draw on her own life to play “Fern.” “If this
means that more people... see someone
who is not living in a traditional home-who
is living an alternative lifestyle-and maybe
wave and say hi, it will make their day,”
Zhao told AFP after her Globes win. “The
recognition that we’re getting-the aware-
ness that is going to bring to the nomadic
community-I think is a great thing.”

‘Strong contender’ 
Born Zhao Ting to a wealthy Chinese

steel company executive, the director left
China as a teen to attend a British board-
ing school before finishing her education
in Los Angeles and New York. While

Zhao’s success was initially celebrated in
her birth country, with state media calling
her “the pride of China,” nationalists have
pounced on old media interviews in which
she appeared to criticize the nation. In
particular, a 2013 interview in which she
reportedly called China “a place where
there are lies everywhere” appears to
have placed the release of “Nomadland”
there in doubt, with some online users
calling her a “traitor.”

If the film itself sounds any political tone,
it is directed at the cruelties of unfettered
capitalism that has failed to provide any
safety net for elder Americans. Zhao told
New York Magazine that one speech deliv-
ered by a real-life nomad during the film is
“the most socialist speech I’ve ever heard-
and I’m from China.” She now lives in rural
California’s hippie-inflected Ojai with her
British cinematographer husband and two
dogs. While “Nomadland” is distributed by
Disney-owned arthouse label Searchlight,
Zhao’s next film is of the mega-blockbuster
variety more closely associated with
Hollywood’s biggest studio.

She directs “Eternals,” a gigantic
ensemble superhero film which is part of
the record-grossing Marvel series, star-
ring the likes of Angelina Jolie and Salma
Hayek. In February, it was also
announced that Zhao will be directing a
futuristic sci-fi Western version of
“Dracula” for rival powerhouse studio
Universal. How Zhao handles the
crossover from indie darling to Tinseltown
superstar remains to be seen, but for now
the focus is on “Nomadland” and its bid
for Oscars glory. “I think it’s fair to say she
has just had an incredible year,” one
Academy voter told AFP. “She’s definitely
a strong contender.”— AFP 

In this file photo US-Chinese director Chloe
Zhao poses during a photocall to present the
movie “Songs My Brothers Taught Me” during
the 41st Deauville US Film Festival.

In this file photo English actress Emerald
Fennell attends the BAFTA Los Angeles +
BBC America TV Tea Party at Beverly Hilton
Hotel in Los Angeles, California.

In this file photo Tunisian film director
Kaouther Ben Hania poses during a photo
session in Paris following the 26th
“Ceremonie des lumieres” cinema award
ceremony. — AFP 


