Elizabeth: The Golden Age — international print generic

Geoffrey Rush

Born in Queensland, Rush built his career in the theatre, after training at the Lecoq School in Paris, and is perhaps best remembered for his stirring performance in Gogol’s Diary of a Madman. His cinematic breakthrough came in 1996, when he played David Helfgott in the film Shine, for which he won an Oscar. Three years later he won a BAFTA for his part in Shakespeare in Love, and his since starred in Mystery Men, Ned Kelly, Intolerable Cruelty, The Life and Death of Peter Sellers and Candy. He was also a mainstay of the blockbuster franchise The Pirates of the Caribbean…

Q. In some ways The Golden Age felt like a stage play or an opera. Do you agree?

Geoffrey Rush: I think you have a fair point. People have said to me that they heard that I had to arm-wrestle Cate into the role, which is not entirely true. There was a point in 2003 when we knew that we were all in LA for the same night — because I live in Melbourne, Shekhar lives in Mumbai and I think Cate lived in Brighton at the time — so we met up in the Hollywood Hills, somewhere above Sunset. I’d read the script, but Cate was uncertain as to whether she wanted to revisit the same character, because as we can see from her repertoire since she hit the screen with the first film, it was her big entrance, she chooses risky and very exciting roles. So, having worked with her in the theatre during the ’90s, and having seen her do some amazing theatre work in Sydney, I said to her, as a piece of theatre, unless you go to David Hare, or Shakespeare, you rarely get roles that have such dimension to them. Rarely do you get such broad experiences and parameters for the characters to operate in. And in film that’s even rarer still. But Elizabeth as a character in this film offers exactly that. 

Q. This film seems less tightly plotted than the first…

GR: I think this is a much better written film than the first one. With the first film, I thought the first 20 pages of script were amazing, really setting up a tough, brutal world in which Elizabeth will be an ill-prepared queen, and the last 20 pages were out there, where she triumphs and decides to become this legendary, iconic kind of figure. But the middle I couldn’t figure out; who was on whose side. And Shekhar said, ‘Well that’s what the script’s presented us with, so let’s see where that takes us, exploring the chaos and notion of uncertainty.’ And that’s what happened; Cate calibrated an emotionally fine performance through that. And Shekhar has the kind of style where you go ‘Wow!’ and the film keeps its own life. But in the film, which is dealing with things that people know — the execution of Mary Queen of Scots, the conflict between Catholic Europe and Protestant England, and the Babbington Plot — there’s a film in that alone. And of course the impact of Walter Raleigh, the very early days of the colonies, and what the New World colonies must have meant to people at the time. So when I was reading the script, I was so impressed by how all these plot points were dovetailing in a very thrilling kind of way.

Q. Some people moan about filmmakers taking liberties with history, but here Elizabeth’s journey is the most important thing, right?

GR: People moan about the historical inaccuracies but Mary Queen of Scots was executed in the mid-1580s, and the Armada was the late 1580s, so we’re pegging the story around some pretty key events. But for me I consider it like, if you want to find out about the Plantagenets you don’t read only Richard III. You Google his name and you can find thousands of conflicting reports about the man and his regime. So I think of this in those terms; there’s much more of a fable going on, and the plotting is quite thrilling. How Raleigh dares to break through those panes of glass that she has set up around herself to shield her human core.

Q. It’s a very intimate film in many ways…

GR: It’s a great love story. From the trailers and the gossip around the film, everyone thinks that they’re going to be at it like rabbits, and I love the fact that it’s only one kiss. It’s such an intense level of intimacy that it becomes an intriguing experience!

Q. Did you feel that there was much more pathos to your character, Sir Francis Walsingham, this time round?

GR: Yes. That was very attractive to me, and it gained more emphasis because we shot my death scene first. And for the story, that captured for me that he was loyal to the death, even as he became this little husk in a domestic environment. You only get one glimpse of domesticity, and that’s through the Walsingham family; everything else is in power-based environments. And after the first film, my work was over. The man of great political acumen, the mentor, the political advisor who’s guided her towards understanding her capabilities and potential as a ruler is kind of over, dramatically. So we speculated on what the relationship may have evolved into; because at the start of this film she’s become a very powerful figure in charge of her own authority, counter-pointed by the loss of what she can’t do. We kind of become this middle-aged bickering couple.

Q. Which one sees in many political relationships…

GR: I’ve seen that in Australian politics, where a government is in power for 10 or 12 years. Look at Paul Keating, who was treasurer to Hawk from 1983, and then became PM. They were in public life for 13 years and you could see them change, from the idealism, to tiredness, frustration, to being even more visionary; you see all the ups and downs. History tells us, though, that Walsingham’s work wasn’t over. He was the architect behind nine tenths of her reign. He died about ten years before she did. And Shekhar was always very keen to find a new dimension, and not have him just doing the same things. So we wanted him to have his own epic, zealous path blow up in his own face. So we take some artistic licence and he has to face betrayal in his own family. He’s a peripheral character in lots of ways, and yet I had to fulfil the role of serving the Queen, so there’s lots of monitoring of her situation and Raleigh. 

Q. Do you have any favourite moments from the film?

GR: I love that moment with Raleigh throwing the coat down; because it almost feels like an assassination attempt, someone cutting through too hard and too fast. It’s one of those famous bits, whether it happened or not, it had to be in there. Even Stoppard got a good gag out of it in Shakespeare in Love when she’s looking at the puddle and everyone’s fumbling with their cords!

Q. His mortality and waning power is a strong counterpoint to Elizabeth’s impending divinity…

GR: Absolutely. In counterpoint to her presence and that of Philip II, Walsingham and Raleigh and co are very much the mortals in this film. We have to see Walsingham fade, through good old Tudor burnout! It highlights her ascendancy, and there’s still so much more of her life to go, through her sixties, with even younger men and the patronage of Shakespeare.

Q. Why does the Tudor regime resonate so much today?

GR: I would have thought people would have been fully Tudored out! There’s the British TV series, a five-parter I think, Helen Mirren doing Elizabeth I with Jeremy Irons, the TV show Tudors has just been on cable, written by Michael Hirst, who wrote the first film. And now Eric Bana is technically Cate’s father because he’s played Henry VIII in The Other Boleyn Girl. People can’t get enough, because everyone’s so deeply intrigued about the nature of power and how it’s used. Because it’s on the front page of every newspaper, in a way that I wasn’t aware of 20 years ago. Nowadays we are prepared to question the choices that global leaders make.

Q. And there are echoes of modern-day activity, with religious intolerance and extremism…

GR: You’re right — there are echoes of today in religious intolerance, in extremism — and the Elizabethan experience could contain within one man someone as worldly as Walsingham, a student of Machiavelli, a diplomat in Paris, and at the same time a very violent executor of those principles of state. People expect that they were much more barbaric in those days, and then all that Abu Ghraib stuff came out, and you look at what goes on in the private corners of supposedly very sophisticated administrations of the free-thinking West, and it bounces back the other way.

Q. You’ve had a lot of success in cinema. But do you consider yourself primarily a man of the theatre?

GR: There have been quite specific chapters for me. There were spits and coughs in the early ’80s — I think you’d say that I played third rat on the coach — which people occasionally dig up and show me. But a lot of the filmmaking at that time was coming out of Sydney, and they were making Horse Operas, and a lot of guys with pecks were making pioneering films. And I was getting involved in great companies in Adelaide, which was a little hotbed of exploration. I had a lot of success, and was a constantly jobbing actor. And when someone offers you a three-scene role in a movie and someone else is offering you The Marriage of Figaro, I wanted to do the latter.

Q. And then there was a shift around 1996, with Shine…

GR: Yes. That all changed around the mid-1990s, and from 1994 it’s been mostly film work. I’ve been doing a play in Sydney this year, which I hope will travel to New York and London. It’s Ionesco’s Exit the King. For a play that hardly anybody knows, bar Alec Guinness doing a version at the Royal Court in 1963, and it’s a neglected masterpiece. It’s an analysis of a despotic king, and the death of the state and the death of the man. It’s a burlesque, existentialist farce.

Q. With echoes of T. S. Elliott’s Wasteland?

GR: It’s certainly got a bit of that going through it. It’s a very emotional piece and seems to grab the audience in a grip of comic horror in terms of what this man does, and then it takes them to the point of seeing themselves dying in him.

Q. You won an Oscar for Shine; were you motivated to make that story by what it could do for your career, or because of David Helfgott’s story?

GR: The latter, most definitely. I was pleased, and like I said to you earlier there weren’t that many film offers because people weren’t making those kinds of films. It got better in the ’90s when we had what one critic dubbed the ‘Fruit salad school’, with Strictly Ballroom, Pricilla, and Muriel’s Wedding. And then when Shine came along I really appreciated that it wasn’t directly based on anything I’d done in the theatre. Also, while a film like Rain Man had to have the handsome brother, this was a wholly, eccentric genius and aberrant character right in the middle of the movie. And he falls in love with an older woman. Could you imagine pitching that movie today to a Hollywood studio; he’s a Jew from Perth who happens to be a brilliant classical pianist! You can hear the door slams right now! It was a great read in the script and you could envisage the potential and what it was throwing out there. There was a long, arduous preparation period, because I signed on in 1992 and we finally shot it in 1995! We had phone calls every month saying that it had been postponed!

Q. Was shooting The Pirates of the Caribbean franchise motivated more by the pocket than the heart?

GR: No, because when that script arrived, it was only the second time I’d received a beautifully scripted, hand-written letter making the offer and describing what the project would be about. The first was Doug McGrath asking me to do Nicholas Nickleby, and Gore Verbinski did a similar thing with Pirates. He said, ‘I don’t want to have a typical blockbuster villain, with someone who’s in it just for the pay packet.’ He said that he admired actors like Sterling Hayden where what goes on outside can often appear contradictory to what’s going on inside. And he said he was looking for that kind of dimension, and that first script was great — like with The Mask of Zorro, the writers have got their finger on the pulse of middle America. They write tub-thumping good yarns, without ever underestimating the audience’s intelligence, but they provide thrills, spills and narrative, heightened material. It expanded above and beyond that, of course, but for me it always kept going in more challenging directions. By the third film, a lot of the critics said that it was overblown and bloated, but if you ask kids, that’s their dose of Dickens! They love the multiple plot-lines and the Easter Eggs, the red herrings! Jack Sparrow is knocking Mickey Mouse off his perch!
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