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Hello, and welcome once again to The Big Screen. I’m John McGowan. 

 
Today I will begin with a look at the Academy Awards and follow with my thoughts about two of the 
movies which attracted Oscar attention. I have already discussed two movies with Oscar nominations 
in last month’s program: The Imitation Game and Birdman. Birdman won the Best Picture award and I 
will say some more about this later in the program. 
 
I don’t know about you but I was not really surprised at the outcome of any of this year’s 
presentations. All of the hype and media analysis leading up to the Awards had resulted in some pin-
point accurate predictions of what would be the outcome in almost every category. In fact, if the 
Melbourne Cup were that easy, come November, we’d all be millionaires. 
 
That’s not to say that there were not some disappointments. I felt particularly miffed that our home-
grown Adelaide-based production company, Rising Sun Pictures, failed to bring home the Oscar for 
Best Visual Effects. The company was nominated for an astounding sequence devised for X-Men:Days 
of Future Past created by seventy personnel working over a period of seven months. I have great 
admiration for this enterprising, 20-year-old company, whose studios are located unpretentiously in 
downtown Adelaide and, at the time of the presentations, I found myself barracking hard for them. 
 
Rising Sun missed out this time but the Hollywood Academy has been known to reward consistency – 
particularly in the technological areas of production - and Rising Sun have demonstrated that they can 
deliver spectacular results time and again. Their portfolio now includes sequences for over 100 movies 
– with titles including the breathtaking Gravity, The Great Gatsby, The Hunger Games and a selection 
of Harry Potters.  Their profile and their projects will grow on the back of their nomination and I am 
sure it will not be too long before a gold statuette sits proudly on a shelf at number 180 Pulteney 
Street. 
 
Despite all of the ballyhoo, the highly-prized Oscar – widely regarded as the highest accolade possible 
in the motion picture industry – carries with it a hefty burden of paradox. Almost every year, around 
Oscar time, anyone who cares about the movies will spend some time puzzling over the wrong-headed 
nominations for the Big Prizes. In addition, one is often flabbergasted by the winners which result 
from the voting by the favoured thousands who work within the industry. This puzzlement is often at 
its most acute when it comes to the choice of the year’s Best Picture award. Certainly the choices 
frequently seem to bear little connection with the people’s choice as reflected in box office takings. 
 
Amongst this year’s potential contenders, for instance, one of the runaway box office successes was 
the cleverly-constructed knife-edge thriller Gone Girl and, while its female star, Rosamund Pike, 
scored a Best Actress nomination, the popular movie itself did not get a nomination in the Best Picture 
category. Of those movies which were nominated, one of them, American Sniper, has on its own, so 
far taken more at the box office in the United States than the combined total of the other seven 
nominated movies. 
 
And American Sniper did not get Best Picture. Instead, the Best Picture award went to Birdman which, 
as mentioned, I reviewed in last month’s edition of this program. You may recall that I gave Birdman 
two and a half stars – and I felt I was being over-generous in doing that. My view is that to award this 
odd and rather silly movie the Oscar for Best Picture just debases the currency and, indeed, leaves one 

 



 2 

wondering why the Oscars are held in such high esteem at all? But that’s a conundrum that we could 
chew on for a long long time I’m sure. 
 
Where the Academy did get it right this time was in giving the Best Actor award to Eddie Redmayne 
for his portrayal of the tragically-disabled British mathematician Stephen Hawking. Redmayne’s 
performance is the central focus of the movie The Theory of Everything which relates the sad but 
triumphant life story of Hawking, the brilliant Cambridge University post-graduate whose body 
crumbled under the affliction of motor neuron disease.  
 
Redmayne captures the physical decline of Stephen Hawking from a healthy young man to a 
wheelchair dependent with such a masterful performance that you could often easily think that you are 
looking at Hawking himself. There was certainly no other performance by an actor in a leading role in 
this past year that was more deserving of the Oscar. 
 
As well as this star turn at its centre, The Theory of Everything is also a very good movie – beautifully 
written and directed and with fine performances from all of the supporting cast. Felicity Jones received 
a well-deserved Best Actress nomination for her role as Stephen Hawking’s courageous and 
supportive wife. 
 
I gave The Theory of Everything four stars. 
 
This movie was also appropriately nominated in the Best Picture award category. However, of the 
eight movies nominated in this category the one I would have chosen for the highest award is 
American Sniper. As mentioned earlier, the box office takings for this movie indicate that, of all the 
nominated movies, American Sniper was by a very large margin, the choice of the movie-going public. 
This movie tells the true story of an American special forces soldier called Chris Kyle, whose prowess 
as a sniper made him a legend during his four tours of duty in the second Iraq war. 
 
The movie is directed by Clint Eastwood who, now in his eighty-fourth year, demonstrates yet again 
that he is able to call upon the wisdom of his years in choosing a topic with rich dramatic potential. 
Eastwood unfolds Kyle’s story with direction that is seamless and flawless, immersing the viewer in 
the life of a patriotic young man both at home and at war. 
 
At the centre of the movie, a finely-tuned, under-stated acting performance by Bradley Cooper 
captures Kyle’s professionalism and quiet resolve, and allows us to begin to appreciate the physical 
and mental toll which warfare exacts on its participants. The notion of Post Traumatic Stress slithers 
through the movie like a deadly snake. 
 
American Sniper is a polished example of skilful and professional truly cinematic movie production 
which crackles with dramatic tension both on and off the battlefield. Its imagery lingers in your mind 
long after you have left the theatre. This is a deeply affecting movie for our times and I gave American 
Sniper five stars. 
 
Well that’s all for now. Until next time, I’ll see you in the back stalls. 
 

John J McGowan 
Adelaide 

Email: learningworks@pbafm.org.au 
Website: www.learningworksradio.com.au 


