
Oscar Hangs His Head as Commercials Disappoint 
Stuart Elliott 
 
FANS of advertising who watched the Academy Awards could be excused for wishing that 
Javier Bardem had come onstage to accept his Oscar for best supporting actor toting the stun 
gun his character wielded in “No Country for Old Men.” 
Please, Anton Chigurh! Put us out of our misery! 
 
O.K., so perhaps the commercials shown by ABC on Sunday were not awful enough to warrant 
a zap from the captive bolt pistol, as the contraption is called. But there were few spots of 
Oscar, er, caliber. 
 
One reason may be the brief time between the settlement of the writers’ strike and the 
broadcast. 
 
Many of the commercials were spots that had been run before, from advertisers like General 
Motors, McDonald’s and Pfizer. That was counter to a recent trend to treat the Oscars like the 
Super Bowl by offering new spots. 
 
“The Super Bowl has become an advertising spectacle because almost all the creative in the 
Super Bowl is new,” said Jon Swallen, senior vice president for research at TNS Media 
Intelligence in New York, part of Taylor Nelson Sofres. “For the marginal football fan, that 
becomes another reason to watch the game.” 
 
Without a similar commitment to fresh work for the Academy Awards show, he added, “the 
advertising doesn’t bring people to the set the way it does for the Super Bowl.” 
 
The paucity of new commercials was probably not the primary reason the broadcast drew so 
few viewers — an average of 32 million, according to estimates by Nielsen Media Research on 
Monday, which would be the lowest tally since Oscar came to TV in 1953. 
 
Still, it would have been nice if more sponsors had joined advertisers like American Express, 
Coca-Cola, Mars, MasterCard and Unilever in running spots that had not been seen before. 
 
What follows is an assessment of some of the best and worst Oscar commercials that appeared 
nationally. 
 
BEST ADAPTED SCREENPLAY A series of spots for American Living, a new line of apparel and 
home furnishings from the J. C. Penney Company, seemed cut from the same cloth as the 
familiar campaigns for Polo, Ralph Lauren and other brands sold by the Polo Ralph Lauren 
Corporation. 
 
That similarity was no accident. The commercials were created internally at Polo Ralph Lauren 
by a unit named Global Brand Concepts. And Bruce Weber, who has helped create campaigns 
for brands including Polo and Ralph Lauren, directed the spots. 
 
BEST SONG Although the American Living commercials seemed derivative, the music in most 
of them was original. The spots featured a new song, “Killing the Blues,” by Alison Krauss, who 
is known for country and bluegrass tunes, and Robert Plant, the rocker of Led Zeppelin fame. 
The song is from their new album, “Raising Sand.” 
 
BEST SUPPORTING ACTRESS The model Heidi Klum is no movie star, but she was mentioned 
often enough during the broadcast to warrant an honor. Why? Several commercials for Diet 
Coke promoted a sweepstakes that will give away a red designer dress that she “wore on the 
red carpet” before the show. 
 
The commercials, created by Wieden & Kennedy, were part of an initiative by Diet Coke, a 
Coca-Cola brand, to promote healthy hearts among women. Yes, you can join the company in 



contributing to heart health even if drinking carbonated beverages may not contribute to heart 
health. 
 
BEST VANISHING ACT The ceremony took place at the Kodak Theater, as was noted as the 
broadcast began. And the Eastman Kodak Company also won an Oscar during the presentation 
of the scientific and technical awards. 
 
But there were no commercials for Kodak, a longtime sponsor. The company’s extensive — 
and costly — digital makeover may have taken precedence over buying spots in an expensive 
TV show (an estimated average of $1.8 million for each 30-second spot). 
 
WORST VANISHING ACT Nate Berkus, the decorator and designer, is the host of “Oprah’s Big 
Give,” a new series that ABC promoted frequently during the show. But you would never know 
it because the spots were focused on the host, Oprah Winfrey. Agency: created internally at 
ABC, part of the Walt Disney Company. 
 
BEST MAKEOVER The chef Rocco DiSpirito appeared more fit and trim than usual in a 
commercial for the Bertolli line of foods sold by Unilever. The spot promoted a contest for 
consumers to submit video clips to a Web site (bertollinightsin.com). 
 
In the commercial, Mr. DiSpirito was constantly being interrupted as he tried to eat a meal 
during a “romantic night in.” No wonder he looked so good — no carbs for him. Agency: 
McCann Erickson Worldwide, part of the McCann Worldgroup division of the Interpublic Group 
of Companies. 
 
WORST TIMING A commercial for Cymbalta, a drug to treat depression sold by Eli Lilly & 
Company, appeared after the tribute to figures from the film industry who died in the last year. 
Agency: Draft FCB, an Interpublic unit. 
 
BEST VISUAL EFFECTS Or to be more precise, best effects by a visual organ. The star of a 
commercial for MasterCard Worldwide was a wandering right eye, an oddball eyeball that had 
a mind of its own. Some found the spot, which promoted an online sweepstakes 
(priceless.com/search), to be creepy. But it certainly stood out amid a sea of dullness. 
 
The commercial may have secretly been paying tribute to a film nominated for four Oscars, 
“The Diving Bell and the Butterfly,” the story of a stroke patient who communicated with the 
world by blinking his eye. Among the prizes in the sweepstakes is a portrait painted by Julian 
Schnabel, the director of the film. Agency: McCann Erickson. 
 
BEST LIVE-ACTION SHORT FILM Célèste Wouden, a mother of two from Mantua, Utah, gave 
Madison Avenue some spirited competition with a commercial she created for Dove Supreme 
Cream Oil Body Wash. The spot, called “Speedy Spa,” was selected during the show as the 
winner in a commercial-making contest for consumers (dovecreamoil.com). 
 
The contest attracted more than 3,500 entries, said Unilever, which sells Dove. That was more 
than twice the number submitted in a similar contest last year. 
 
BEST COMEBACK In October, Lowe Worldwide, an agency owned by Interpublic, lost the 
creative assignment for the GMC brand sold by General Motors to Leo Burnett, part of the 
Publicis Groupe. But two of the three GMC commercials during the show, for the Acadia 
crossover, were from Lowe. 
 
The third GMC spot, for the Yukon hybrid, was created by Burnett. If it seemed familiar, it was 
also shown during Super Bowl XLII on Feb. 3. 
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