THE NOMINEES FOR MOST GRIPPING SCENE ARE…
HUMAN SACRIFICE from Apocalypto

Our hero has plenty of time – and so do we – to see what’s in store for him: his heart cut out in the midst of a sinister world of decadence and decay.

BABY’S FIRST BATTLE from Children of Men

For me – this sequence is the whole film – the best part of the film – as Theo narrowly escapes death countless times in the chaotic battle around him and the crying baby elicits a miraculous response.

JUNO KICKS HADAL ASS from The Descent

When Juno sucks it up and flails away with her pick, she’s a crazed female warrior in a dark, fast-paced battle with slimy hadal creatures.

RESCUED FROM NO-MAN’S LAND from Flyboys
No-man’s land is horrid enough, but when a downed pilot is trapped in plane wreckage between the lines of chattering machine guns, rescue is a desperate undertaking.
DESPERATE RUSH from United 93
Once the wild rush begins, there is no way the passengers can change their minds, and once they grapple savagely with the terrorists, their desperate attack is a heart-pounding viewing experience.
And the winner is…

DESPERATE RUSH – United 93

 I saw the movie back in April, and the relentless, heart-pounding quality of this sequence was neither surpassed nor matched by any other sequence in any other film.

THE NOMINEES FOR MOST TOUCHING SCENE ARE…
BROKEN-HEARTED from Borat
After those drunken frat louts show Borat’s sweetheart Pamela Anderson in a porn film, Borat is crushed, and he’s very sad huddled next to his little fire on the sidewalk, hugging his chicken and then finally setting it free.
SOLDIERS GO SWIMMING from Flags of Our Fathers
We’ve seen the young soldiers swimming in the surf before in Gallipoli, but here it is a touching epilogue to an epic that has depicted the horrors of the Iwo Jima battle and the anguish suffered by the survivors once they make it home.
A SONG FOR IWO JIMA from Letters From Iwo Jima
Suribachi has fallen and the remaining Japanese soldiers are alone, unsupported, running out of water and ammunition, and all they are sent from Japan is a song about Iwo Jima sung by school children whose sweet voices stab the listening soldiers with the bitter hopelessness of their situation.
SARAH AND BRAD AT THE POOL from Little Children
Here the voiceover works well as it describes Sarah’s yearning for the golden days of togetherness to last forever in the sun by the summer pool.

ELIZABETH AND THE STAG from The Queen
It seems that all of England wants Elizabeth to show her grief publicly, but she doesn’t cry until she’s alone – and how much of that is frustration? – and then the noble stag the boys have been stalking shows itself – as proud and aloof as she would like to be.


And the winner is…
ELIZABETH AND THE STAG – The Queen
She’s been tough and emotionless – so when she cries, it really gets you – and then the stag’s 
appearance is a majestic image and symbol of the incongruity of royalty in the modern age.

THE NOMINEES FOR BEST-FRAMED FILMED IMAGE ARE…
SOUNDLESS DISCO from Babel
In a very visual film set in three different countries, the memorable image of Chieko in the throbbing lights of the disco is one that represents the turmoil and rage within her.
THE ILLUSIONIST ON STAGE from The Illusionist
The illusionist sits on a chair in the middle of a vacant stage: this simple image that opens the story and returns in the film’s climactic sequence is powerfully intensified by eerie color and the dark iris framing it.
ON THE VOLCANIC RIDGELINE from Letters from Iwo Jima
The silhouette of Kuribayashi trudging up the dusty black ridge evokes the general’s determination to ensure that his soldiers survive as long as they can in a hostile environment that will become the setting for a savage battle.
THE SUN ON VERSAILLES from Marie Antoinette
Marie Antoinette’s boredom and licentiousness are always juxtaposed with exquisitely shot visions of the majesty of Versailles and its beautiful surroundings.
TRISTAN AND ISOLDE AND WAVES from Tristan and Isolde
As Isolde helps Tristan make his escape from Ireland, the wild sea around them is a vividly-shot symbol of the turmoil that will always come between them.

And the winner is…
THE ILLUSIONIST ON STAGE – The Illusionist
This year cinematography has framed vast panoramas and crowded images, but in The Illusionist a minimalist image is so exquisitely photographed that it intensifies the drama of the film’s pivotal sequence and is the year’s most memorable image.
THE NOMINEES FOR BEST VISUAL EFFECT ARE…
SLITHERING CAVE-DWELLERS from The Descent
Lighting never reveals too much, the make-up is hideously slimy, and the choppy fast motion add to the fear evoked by these creeping, cave-dwelling creeps.
STRAFING SURIBACHI from Flags of Our Fathers
C.G.I. and a pilot’s-eye point of view create a thrilling effect as American fighters swoop down on Suribachi and strafe its threating gun emplacements.
TREE OF LIFE IN FLOATING BUBBLE from The Fountain
Dazzling lighting and a unique otherworldly design combine to enhance the effect of this C.G.I. image.

SUPERMAN FALLS FROM SPACE from Superman Returns
It’s like an image from a very well-printed comic book – an image intended to be more surreal than real – but this symbolic image is a memorable one.
NEWARK SEES U175 HIT THE SOUTH TOWER from United 93
We’ve seen so much actual footage of the airliners plunging into the towers, but the shot of the Flight 175 crashing into the South Tower is vivid though fleeting enough to make it look grippingly real.
And the winner is…
SLITHERING CAVE-DWELLERS – The Descent

First seen as a glimpse at the end of a tunnel, then as a gasping close-up in a camcorder screen, later during in-your-face combat, these creepy critters are memorably terrifying.

THE NOMINEES FOR BEST LITTLE WORLD ARE…
MAYAN CITY from Apocalypto
This little world with its multiple pyramids, its vast dwelling under construction, and its open spaces teeming with throngs of citizens and laborers, is an awesome setting for bloody sacrifices.
RADIATOR SPRINGS from Cars
Radiator springs, in every detail, is like one of those southwestern towns we’d roll into on family vacations; the gas station and motel are vintage 60s.
BEXHILL FUGEE CAMP from Children of Men

It’s a war zone, a hive of scrounging refugees and ruthless revolutionists, and it is a memorable setting for a suspenseful sequence.
VERSAILLES from Marie Antoinette
This is not a constructed set; it’s the real deal, but when diminutive Marie is placed on a huge pillared balcony or when she runs in short steps down its endless halls, it becomes the Versailles of the 18th Century.
METROPOLIS from Superman Returns


The colors are lurid, but the art-deco designs of the skyscrapers are classic.
And the winner is…
MAYAN CITY – Apocalypto
The city is vast, and there’s a lot going on in it. When the high priest calls down to the people below, we see a vivid panorama of a very detailed setting.
THE NOMINEES FOR BEST SUPPORTING ACTRESS ARE…
EMILY BLUNT for The Devil Wears Prada
Andy is charming and Miranda is an icy witch – but Emily Blunt as Emily has more character – the underling driven to starve herself and suffer countless indignities simply to make the grade.
EDIE FALCO for Freedomland
Falco is the mother who has devoted her life to finding lost children, meanwhile living with perpetual anguish over the loss of her own child, and the constant question, “Is she alive or dead?”
RINKO KIKUCHI for Babel
Chieko is a tormented soul alienated by her disabilities in a soundless world – and her rage is vividly evoked as a smoldering, dangerous thing.
DIANE LANE for Hollywoodland
Diane Lane as the wife of a wealthy film producer is youthful and lusty in her affair with the younger George Reeves, but eventually jealousy reveals her age and Lane’s portrayal of her decay is piercing.
And the winner is…
RINKO KIKUCHI – Babel

While Richard struggles to keep his wife alive in Morocco, and his Mexican nanny gets herself and her charges deeper and deeper into trouble, Kikuchi’s anguished Chieko provides a taut, foreboding story in between.
THE NOMINEES FOR BEST SUPPORTING ACTOR ARE…
BEN AFFLECK for Hollywoodland
George Reeves is Superman on television, but in real life he is a troubled has-been, engaged in a flattering relationship with an older woman, but gradually crumbling under alcoholism and self-pity, and Affleck portrays this side of the actor touchingly.
ADAM BEACH for Flags of Our Fathers
As Ira, the Pima Indian who is one of the Suribachi flag-raisers, Beach tellingly traces a soldier’s decline under the influence of alcohol meant to soothe the horrid memories and the piercing guilt that torment him.
STEPHEN FRY for V for Vendetta
Fry brings life to this film as he portrays Dietrich, Evey’s mentor and guardian, a man living on the edge, hiding forbidden art and personal secrets that could get him killed.
SERGI LOPEZ for Pan’s Labyrinth
The chilling Captain Vidal commands his men, but he also commands his wife – forcing her to come to a remote outpost to give birth to what surely must be a son – and Lopez memorably portrays this villain’s delight in cruelty.
RAOUL TRUJILLO from Apocalypto
As Zero Wolf, the cruel leader of the Mayan bad guys, Trujillo is no zero – in fact, I have no idea why he’s called Zero Wolf; he’s fierce, vengeful, and determined to catch Jag Paw at all costs, even at the risk of those rocks at the bottom of the waterfall!
And the winner is…
ADAM BEACH – Flags of Our Fathers
It is assumed that Ira is just a drunken Indian, but that would disregard his bravery on the battlefield and the guilt he feels being honored as a hero, and Beach shows Ira’s anguish memorably and sadly in its growing intensity and destructiveness. 
THE NOMINEES FOR BEST ACTRESS ARE…
KIRSTEN DUNST for Marie Antoinette
Speaking in the same voice she would use for playing a modern teen in L.A., Dunst vividly builds a portrait of a young girl – bored to tears - thrown into a super-sized world of luxury and decadence, and we feel her alienation and yearnings for warm companionship. 
SHAUNA MACDONALD for The Descent
Sarah is a frightened victim of grief after the death of her daughter, but MacDonald turns her into a mad-eyed shrieking warrior of vengeance during her ordeal in darkness with creatures and betrayal.
HELEN MIRREN for The Queen
In details such as sitting upright at her desk and arranging items obsessively, or trudging energetically down a country road – Mirren always portrays the queen as a woman we can see and believe - a woman who has endured World War II and sees no need for public mourning.
KEKE PALMER for Akeelah and the Bee

Palmer touchingly and charmingly portrays a tough little girl who spells like crazy and stands up for her dreams and self-dignity.
KATE WINSLET for Little Children

Sarah is a surburban stay-at-home mother who seeks passion to soothe her dissatisfactions and losses, and Winslet presents her boredom, anxieties, and yearnings with a reality that pierces through the screen.
And the winner is…
HELEN MIRREN – The Queen
In a performance made fine by voice, stance, and the very way she walks or taps a pen on the desk, Mirren creates a character who clearly has a history stretching back to the War Years when she worked in a factory – so that it is entirely believable that she drives a Land Rover over rugged highland roads, and that she will allow no one to tell her how to display her emotions. This was a very competitive category and this choice was not necessarily easy. 
THE NOMINEES FOR BEST ACTOR ARE…
SACHA BARON COHEN for Borat
“Gypsy lady, I am going to take your tears” and other ridiculously incongruous lines like this one are not delivered by an actor – they are simply the articulations of a character that has entirely absorbed the actor portraying him.
MATT DAMON for The Good Shepherd
He is so stiff and stolid – and sometimes he can hardly articulate words – but it’s all perfect – and Edward Wilson, the stiffly suspicious C.I.A. agent, is Damon’s best performance to date.

AARON ECKHART for Thank You For Smoking
One of Eckhart’s triumphs in his role as tobacco’s spin doctor is portraying Naylor’s lack of guilt with such sparkling charm and audacity, and another is presenting one of the most entertaining performances of the year.


KAZUNARI NINOMIYA for Letters From Iwo Jima

Saigo is one of my favorite characters of the year – the quiet baker who is the Everyman soldier suffering through a horrifying battle – and Ninomiya portrays his sense of humor and his constant yearning to survive with a simple poignancy.
EDWARD NORTON for The Illusionist
Eisenheim, the Illusionist, is dedicated to the art of illusion, and just as fervently dedicated to being with the woman he loves, and Norton makes his grandest illusion awe-inspiring by the mesmerism of his voice and the intensity of his eyes.

And the winner is…
EDWARD NORTON – The Illusionist
In this very competitive category I would love to be able to pick all five nominees as winners – I loved their performances equally – but for me Norton’s advantages are that he always mesmerizes – with his voice, his intense eyes – and by the very poetic way in which he uses his hands to set up his illusions.
THE NOMINEES FOR BEST PICTURE ARE…
Babel
Morocco, Tokyo, Los Angeles, Mexico, a tourist dying in an alien country, a deaf girl dying inside, a Mexican woman flung into a hellish mishap – sharp cinematography – the memorable performances of Brad Pitt and Cate Blanchett – all this combines in one of the richest films of the year.


The Descent
Six women go spelunking – six women get trapped – pitch darkness around them – pallid creatures in the darkness – and then the panic and savagery and gore – and when Kate and Juno start fighting back, you know you’re watching the kickass movie of the year.
Letters From Iwo Jima

The monochrome cinematography, the Japanese language and Japanese point of view, the touching performances of Watanabe and Ninomiya, and a gripping battle for survival – these are the trappings of Clint Eastwood’s finest film since Unforgiven.
The Illusionist
Silence – a man sits on the stage – wondrous illusions – stunning filmed images – 

the story of a boy and girl in love – wishing to be together – “Make us disappear” – and then the carefully planned build-up to the grandest of illusions in order to rescue a loved one and be together with her forever.
United 93

The you-are-there point of view, the realism of the air traffic control scenes, the mounting events of the tragedy we already know, the sudden takeover, and the final desperate rush for survival – these elements clutch your gut from the opening frames and never let go.

And the winner is…

The Illusionist

Again, there is stiff competition here in this category, but I’m going for the film that touched me with its images and its story of determined yearning and a memorably grand illusion in a film featuring fine acting, meticulous filmmaking, and a lasting sense of wonder.
TOP TEN FILMS OF 2006

1. The Illusionist

2. United 93

3. The Descent

4. Letters From Iwo Jima
5. Babel
6. Little Children
7. Apocalypto
8. Marie Antoinette
9. The Queen
10. Akeelah and Bee
CELEBRATING TEN YEARS OF BEST PICTURES

1997 – Titanic

1998 – The Thin Red Line

1999 – Boys Don’t Cry

2000 – Unbreakable

2001 – Black Hawk Down

2002 – Gangs of New York

2003 – Open Range

2004 – A Very Long Engagement

2005 – The New World

2006 - ?
