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Elizabeth: The Golden Age — international print generic

Cate Blanchett

After graduating from Sydney’s prestigious National Institute of Dramatic Arts, Blanchett appeared in a number of stage plays, her first being David Mamet’s Oleanna, opposite her Elizabeth co-star Geoffrey Rush. Her first film performances were the 1997 pair Paradise Road, where she starred with Meryl Streep and Francis McDormand, and Oscar and Lucinda, opposite Ralph Fiennes. After seeing the trailer for that film, Elizabeth director Shekhar Kapur cast her as his Queen in his 1998 smash hit. Since then she has earned numerous plaudits for her role as Galadriel, the elf queen, in The Lord of the Rings, and for her performance as Katherine Hepburn in Martin Scorsese’s The Aviator, the latter earning her an Oscar. She has earned high praise for a string of recent successes, including Notes on a Scandal and Babel. She will soon be seen in I’m Not There, The Curious Case of Benjamin Button and Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull…

Q. This film feels very much an interior piece, in terms of the time spent inside, and also in terms of Elizabeth’s own inner development…

Cate Blanchett: I think this was a wordier script than the first film. With the plot, there was a lot more detail and time spent on it, while last time it really followed Shekhar’s vision. This time there were a lot of interiors, and yes it’s really a very interior film, psychologically. There is the backdrop of the Armada and the battles, which gives it a grandeur and an epic quality, but really the bulk of the drama is the very internal struggle and the battle Elizabeth has with herself. It’s as much about where she’s positioned in her life as it is about where the country’s positioned, which was interesting to play when you’re making a film about the Armada and holy war. You think that you’re gearing up for a different battle, so it’s great when you’re filming to find that the piece reveals itself to be something different. It does keep you engaged. 

Q. It almost seemed as though the film should go up to the point of the Armada, because that big battle can seem at odds with what is a very intimate film…

CB: Yes, but I think for Shekhar that he perceived the battle, and England winning, as a cataclysmic, almost mystical, event. In that if the winds hadn’t changed, history would have taken a very different course. We’d be here speaking in Spanish! So I think that he found that chance event, the fate and destiny that the moment contained for Elizabeth, something really fascinating. In a way, in the film, that was the thing that made her realise that she’d made the right choices. She’d made the only choices that she could.

Q. Initially you weren’t that keen to reprise the role of Elizabeth. What made you change your mind?

CB: Well you can’t enter the door the same way twice. I thought that I’d already been through that; it was a porthole to something fascinating for me, and I had a wonderful time. But I’m not sentimental in that way; I don’t think ‘Oh, I’d love to go back and play that role again.’ In fact, I don’t chase roles at all. It’s more the project and the entire beast, and once I knew that Geoffrey Rush and Clive Owen were interested, and that a lot of the creative team were coming back, it started, organically, to become one of those really good projects that you can’t turn down. You have to get seduced back each time.

Q. So Shekhar and Geoffrey didn’t have to twist your arm?

CB: No, Shekhar was talking about it for a long time, but I thought, ‘I don’t know. I’ve done it before.’ But once I was convinced I was 100 per cent sold on it, and that felt good. I think it’s important, and this is true of most roles that I’ve played, that you have to have a certain ambivalence. It makes you have a sharper eye, and makes you troubleshoot and ask more penetrating questions of the character and the surroundings. While if you’re too enamoured with the whole thing, and fall in love with the project, then you can’t always see the pitfalls or can’t search out the unpalatable side of what you’re about to embark on. I think it’s healthy.

Q. Is that something that you’ve learned over the years?

CB: No, it’s just something that I’m saying now! Probably if I look back in retrospect then that’s true. But in all honesty, I never really know why I say yes to anything; it just seems the right thing to do at the time. You never know whether something will work, whether it’s this or the Bob Dylan thing, or playing Katherine Hepburn. I’ve just done this film with David Fincher where my character goes from six to eighty-six years old, and you think, ‘Gosh, how am I going to do that?’ So there has to be a challenge in it, and almost an insurmountable challenge, otherwise I don’t really see the point.

Q. The Fincher movie is The Curious Case of Benjamin Button. It’s an unusual story, often regarded as impossible to film, so how would you describe it? 

CB: It’s a David Fincher film, but it is also incredibly romantic. As you know, it’s about a man who ages backwards; he’s born old and gets younger. So there’s a star-crossed lovers aspect to it. He meets my character when she’s six, and then there is a point in their life where everything is supposedly perfect; where they are the same age. Really, it’s a story about people missing one another, and how in the end we are really all on our own individual journeys. If the timing is right, you can intersect with someone and form a lasting bond, while if the timing isn’t right, you can end up feeling quite isolated.

Q. You mentioned the Bob Dylan film, I’m Not There. Does each character in the movie embody a different part of Dylan’s life?

CB: Sort of, yeah, or it’s about his musical journey. I play him when he went electric in 1965-66, Marcus Carl Franklin plays him in the Woody Guthrie stage, how he framed himself when he first went to New York and almost fictionalised his own upbringing. Then Richard Gere plays him as a wanderer, a hobo or a cowboy, while Heath Ledger plays him brilliantly as an actor playing the character who’s played by Christian Bale. If that makes sense?

Q. It sounds quite odd and complex. How did you respond when you first read the script?

CB: It was like getting an algebraic equation, and I had to go to Todd [Haynes, the director] and say, ‘Can you please solve this for me?’ I think I read the script twice, because the first time I had to read it aloud with my husband, to get a sense of the flow, because each individual line was like a beat poem. It was rhythmic and impenetrable at times. You knew that it was all up in Todd’s head and that only he could put all the pieces of the puzzle together.

Q. You’re shooting the next Indiana Jones movie. While it’s all shrouded in secrecy, are you allowed to say why you wanted to make an action film?

CB: Honestly, I’ve never done anything like it, and that seemed a good reason to do it. I’ve always wanted to do something with lots of action in, and when Steven Spielberg says, ‘Be a part of this’ I couldn’t say ‘No’! I grew up with those films, and they’re part of my cinematic landscape. It was odd on the first day of filming knowing the iconography of the frame and then actually stepping into it. It was incredible. So that’s why I chose to do it. I’ve always been intrigued by how that particular genre works. And of course it was Steven. He’s an absolute master and both he and Harrison Ford know this particular genre like the back of their hands. So it’s like going rally driving with someone who knows each and every turn. 

Q. You’ve worked with Geoffrey Rush in theatre many times over the years; what is it that you most admire in him?

CB: That he’s still as passionate about acting now as he was when I first met him. He’s curious and engaged in it, looking at what other people do. And every time he embarks on a project it is the most important project ever! He brings both this gravitas and this levity at the same time. He’s a really creative person. He’s a legend in Australia, and I remember very well his amazing performance in Diary of a Madman.

Q. He’s very good at playing people on the edge of sanity…

CB: He is, and that’s down to his Lecoq [a theatre school in Paris] training. His physicality is unusual and so very disciplined.

Q. I read a quote from you somewhere that said you were ‘part wallflower, part extrovert’. Is that true?

CB: Possibly. People always say to me that they thought I was going to be an actor, but really that was the furthest thing from my mind, because I was too shy really. It does take a lot for me to get up in front of people. So that’s why I love the rehearsal room; because hopefully you get five or six weeks to work on something before the public sees it. And I can be slow. 

Q. Has becoming a mother changed the way you work?

CB: I think I’ve become more economical, because after having kids you don’t have the luxury of time!

Q. After the first Elizabeth film, did you feel that the world was your oyster?

CB: No, not really, because I hadn’t done a lot. I’d made two other films before Elizabeth, and while I’d worked in theatre I’d not done anything that had attracted attention internationally. And once you’re perceived as doing something well — whether that was true or not I don’t know, but that was the perception — then that’s what people want you to do. I realised after that, because of the scripts I was being sent that people wanted me to do the same thing again. And I knew that if I did I would die of boredom! So then I thought that because I’m not in it for the money, I’ll have to wait until something comes along which I thought that I could not do. Because I didn’t think I could do the first Elizabeth. It was incredibly daunting. But then I was cast!

Q. The films that you made subsequently seem to indicate that you weren’t looking for stardom. Was that a conscious choice?

CB: Does anybody that looks for stardom actually achieve it? There’s no formula to achieving that, because you can choose a project that looks incredibly commercial and popular but it may not be the case. It’s a lot to do with timing and luck. I’ve seen some extraordinary films, and have been involved in films that I think are very good, and they just hit the audience at the wrong time, and people then discovered them on video. So you can’t plan for success. Each step in and of itself is an experience, and thinking any other way is a pretty hollow to way to live your life. I just thought that I’d give it a go. Where your career ends up going is down to what you do with the opportunities that are provided. In the end, it’s the way you navigate yourself through the media minefield. In the time I’ve been doing this, interest in cinema and actors has expanded exponentially.

Q. Do you believe in fate; that things happen for a reason?

CB: I suppose destiny is something that is meant to happen, while fate is out of your control. Fate tends to have tragic ends, at least in drama. Certain things have happened; but I call it luck. I don’t think that my life is so important that there’s some higher power guiding it! I don’t have a sense of a higher being. I think that I’ve been very lucky, and I was very fortunate that the original film was made by Working Title. They’re able to balance commercial success with still making edgy films. And they are very loyal to people that they believe in. So that was a lucky chance. I don’t know if I was destined to do it. 

Q. I understand that you directed a play in Australia last year…

CB: My husband and I did a double bill of David Mamet’s Reunion, which was a beautiful little play, and we paired that with Harold Pinter’s A Kind of Alaska, and to get those two playwrights together was amazing. And we kept the same cast for both performances. I always look at my projects as a whole, not just my part in them, and often the character is the last entry point into the project. I’ll think about and wish I had other parts, or I will marvel at a particular scene, which often I’m not even in. So going into stage directing, it seemed a pretty natural progression, although who knows if I’m any good at it!

Q. Did the critics think that you were any good at it?

CB: Actually, it was really well received; and I think a lot of critics really wanted not to like it! When you get to a certain point in your career and are known for doing one thing, then people get their hackles up when you cross some imaginary border! It’s often considered some kind of transgression. But I loved rehearsals, and working with actors that I knew, and it was interesting to be on a different side of the conversation. 

Q. Are the Australian press like their British counterparts, building people up so that they can knock them down again?

CB: I think that’s pretty universal, sadly! As much as they praise you, if you’re considered to do one thing well, you’re bound to fail at other things. You have to ignore that really, because what are you going to do? Not try? I’m not worried about failing, so long as I can assimilate and move through it, without repeating the mistakes. Failing can be productive in a way.

Q. Has that experience kindled the desire to do more directing, or try directing in film?

CB: It’s funny but directing in film doesn’t really interest me in the same way. Who knows? Maybe I will eventually. I have thought that I would possibly like to direct, but I think that notion just helps me as an actor; that sense of objectivity and that sense of ‘the whole’, and that helps me perform. With theatre, I am going to direct a version of David Harold’s Blackbird in Sydney at the end of the year. It’s a really great play; it was in Edinburgh a couple of years ago and then transferred to London. It was a wonderful production by Peter Stein, and then it’s been in New York and Germany. It’s a really powerful two-hander.
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