John Madden generic for PROOF

By: Martyn Palmer
When John Madden took Proof on to the West End stage he was trying hard not to think about how he might adapt this Pulitzer Prize winning drama for the big screen. And failing.

“It’s kind of impossible,” he smiles. “The producers had approached me about the possibility of directing the film just as I was preparing the stage play and I said I couldn’t commit to a film version when I was just about to do a play.

“But if I’m honest I didn’t particularly want somebody else to go and do it,” he laughs. “By that time I was very into the material and working hard on it. I said, yes I would develop it and let’s see if I could get an instinct about where the material could go. And that’s what happened.”

Madden’s instinct for the material proved key for making Proof into a genuine cinematic experience and indeed so did his collaboration with his leading actress, Gwyneth Paltrow.

Paltrow first worked with Madden on Shakespeare In Love, a wonderful performance which won her a Best Actress Oscar along with a Golden Globe and Screen Actors Guild Award. 

“We had talked about working together in the theatre after Shakespeare In Love and at one point it looked like it might happen but then we couldn’t make it work,” explains Madden.

“I actually wasn’t thinking of Gwyneth for Proof at the start, I was going to do it with a British cast.  And then I thought ‘what am I thinking about? This part is an American girl..’ I asked her if she knew the piece and she did and she wanted to do it.

“And it was quite a big step for her because she had never taken on a part of that kind on stage before. She had done a minimal amount on stage and knew that she would be doing it under a ferocious spotlight. But she has a very good sense of what she can and can’t do and I think there are certain elements in the character that she identified with – the intelligence and the wit, for a start.”

During the stage run, Madden asked if Paltrow would be interested in playing the role of Catherine on film – and she most certainly was. “I was obviously delighted,” says her director. “She is the most fantastically gifted actress.”

Madden’s other major coup was in tempting Sir Anthony Hopkins to play Catherine’s father, the tortured mathematics genius Robert. These days, Hopkins admits that it takes a great script to get him back to work – fortunately, Proof was exactly that.

Ms Paltrow plays Catherine, a young woman who has cared for her father in his declining years, a man touched by genius who has descended into the hell of insanity, emerging, briefly and tantalisingly for periods of lucidity. Now, after Robert’s death, Catherine herself is plunged into a vortex of despair where she too, begins to question her own sanity.

Catherine is a mathematician too, and now, on the eve of her 27th birthday and as her father’s funeral approaches, she must deal with his considerable legacy and the arrival of her overbearing sister, Claire (Hope Davis) who is determined to take Catherine away from the family home in Chicago to a new life in New York. Catherine may have a mind to rival her father’s brilliance but she fears she may also have inherited her father’s tendency to madness.
There’s also Hal (Jake Gyllenhaal), a young math student who idolised her father and is clearly falling for her. When she gives him permission to search through her father’s old research material he discovers a notebook which contains a mathematical formula – a ‘proof’ – which seems to be evidence of the fruit of a brilliant mathematical mind. But when Catherine claims that the ‘proof’ is hers, those around her begin to suspect that she is falling apart.

Madden, 56, is one of the world’s leading film directors. Born in the UK, he started his career in the English theatre and later, in television working on BBC productions including Poppyland, Meat and the award winning drama Truth or Dare. He also directed one of the hugely popular Prime Suspect dramas, starring Helen Mirren, which was nominated for a BAFTA.

Madden’s film work includes the critically acclaimed Mrs Brown with Dame Judi Dench and Billy Connolly, which received two Academy Awards and the romantic drama Captain Corelli’s Mandolin. Shakespeare in Love was a box office smash, winning seven Oscars, four BAFTAs and three Golden Globes.

This interview was conducted during the Venice Film Festival.

Q: Anthony Hopkins was saying that it takes a lot to get him to make a film these days. How did you do it?

A: Well, he was an immediate destination as far as I’m concerned. He has all the qualities needed for the part, aside from the fact that one would jump at the chance to work with him. It just seemed a perfect match. We sent him the script and he wasn’t reading much at the time. He has a kind of an affair with acting, I guess, which is very intense at certain moments and there are other moments when he wants to leave it behind. And he’s got a lot of other things – he’s a composer, he writes and actually when we were doing the movie he was writing a script that he was going to direct. So I think he was just pre-occupied with other things.

Q: Had you met before?

A: No, I’d just admired his work from afar. Anyway, I explored some other possibilities in the meantime once it looked like the knock on Anthony’s door wasn’t going to be answered. Because I really believed it wasn’t. But I think his British agent said to him that he should look at it and fortunately was immediately grabbed by it. We hadn’t actually cast it at that point but I was turning over possibilities in my head. I was thrilled as you can imagine. That was the last piece of casting, I think. Gwynnie was obviously on board from early on. I thought of Jake (Gyllenhaal) early on but initially I thought he would be too young because I knew him from earlier movies, Donnie Darko and Lovely and Amazing, he seemed to be playing a 16 or 17 year old all the time. But I asked if he would come and read it with Gwynnie and instantly it was fantastic. He’s wonderful. He’s the real deal, no question about it. He is very unusual, incredibly instinctive, very loose. He cannot deliver a line in any studied way, he just comes at it fresh all the time. And he has that marvellously off beat quality as well. He gets the geek ness of the character. 

Q: Explain how you first became involved with Proof..

A: I actually read an early script for a film before I was involved with it as a play. It was really good, but I didn’t necessarily see it as a film at that point. And strangely, as you know, by a completely different route, I came back to it as a play, terribly odd. It wasn’t planned that way and nor when I took the play on was there any idea of me making it into a film at that point. Sam Mendes and I had been discussing me doing a production at the Donmar (Theatre in London) and he said ‘look before we talk about anything else, I think we’re about to get the rights to do the London production of Proof. Would you be interested?’ And I said ‘yes, I love the play..’

Q: What was it you liked about it?

A:  A number of things. First of all the writing was wonderful and that’s  something that one simply responds to. I thought the characters were richly imagined and beautifully done and I thought that conceptually it was a very interesting piece. It was structured as a mystery story and I found the landscape of mathematics in it provocative and interesting. And I like the fact that it seemed to be doing two things at once; on one level it was a family play, it was about the intensity of family relationships unfolding at an extreme moment and particularly about a father and a daughter. But at the same time it seemed to have an interesting point of view that you were simultaneously outside somebody’s head and inside somebody’s head that was really interesting. I thought there was a way of elevating the interior narrative in the production. I thought there was a way of doing it which would bring that interior struggle to the surface more. So it was all of those things really. 

Q: And you felt you could give the West End production a different take?

A: Yes, I thought that there was some mystery in it that I hadn’t quite cracked and that quality always attracts me to something. So we found our way to a production which was different to the American one and I started to understand certain things about the material. By this point Miramax had acquired the rights and I had a relationship with them. Before we started to rehearse the play they asked me if I would be interested in the film version and I said I couldn’t commit to a film version when I was just about to do a play. But if I’m honest I didn’t particularly want somebody else to go and do it..(laughs) By that time I was very into the material and working hard on it. I said, yes I would develop it and let’s see if I could get an instinct about where the material could go. And that’s what happened.

Q: So whilst you were staging the play, you were also thinking about how it would work as a film?

A: I felt that by the time I got the production running there were certain things I understood about it that meant you could reconfigure it and re imagine it as a film. I didn’t confuse them while we were doing it. Normally if you are taking a play that becomes a movie, not always, but generally speaking you have to open it up. You have to tell the story over a longer period, add characters, do whatever it is that a movie does, because a movie is not restricted by time or by place. And I thought instinctively that was not going to be helpful to this material. There are certain things that are implied on stage – like the funeral and the party  - which are not part of the story although some elements of them are. But the thing that is true of the film, which is also true of the play, is that it’s a bubble of time. 

Q; Especially for Gwyneth’s character…

A: That’s right. Because this is a circumstance in which a girl is stuck. She is completely marooned: physically and emotionally, she is trapped. She is physically trapped in a house – it’s actually a porch in the play – she can’t move forward, she can’t move back, she has no idea who she is and she has lost any sense of herself, she is terrified and paralysed with fear that she has already started to slide down the slope that her father went down. She has this huge secret inside herself and we don’t understand that secret is to begin with and then gradually we do. 

Q; But how did you approach the film in a way that’s different to the stage play?

A: A film can be many things, it can be verbal, non verbal, spread over a huge amount of time, or compressed into a small amount of time. I think point of view is what they do so well and that was what was on offer here. It’s not relevant, really, what happened in the play and what happened in the film. But I liked the way the audience themselves are uncertain about what is going on, because Catherine is. The story is about ambiguity: what you can know and what you don’t know, what can you trust and not trust. And trying to find a way forward, a solid place to put your foot down is really what the action of the movie is: intellectually, emotionally and psychologically. And it’s an intriguing story to tell.

Q: Mathematics at that level is not a world that most of us know very much about is it?

A: No, it’s like a secret world. I think it is fascinating and are increasingly intrigued by it all, it’s a bit like the craze for those number puzzles at the moment, I think that’s the same thing.

Q: The mathematicians in the film are almost like artists aren’t they?

A: Well I think it’s because it’s a transcendent world, when you are in the realm of that kind of mathematics, that self enclosed world, where actually things can be proven and the ways in which that truth can be discovered are so exciting and so extraordinary and so simple and unexpected and all of those things.

Q: You’ve obviously got a very close working relationship with Gwyneth…

A: Yes, fortunately.

Q; Explain how you cast her for the role..

A: Well I wasn’t thinking of her for the play, I was going to do it with a British cast. And then I thought ‘what am I thinking about? This is an American girl..’ and she and I had talked about doing something on the stage together and we had nearly done something right after Shakespeare in Love but I couldn’t do it so I called her up and asked if she knew the piece and it turned out she did, and she wanted to do it. And it was quite a big step for her because she had never taken on a part of that kind of stage before. She had done a minimal amount on stage and knew that she would be doing it under a ferocious spotlight. But she has a very good sense of what she can and can’t do and I think there are certain elements in the character that she identified with – the intelligence and the wit, for a start. I mean, she wouldn’t put it this way but I can. And the apartness of the character and not to forget the most important thing which is the emotional journey of the character, because I think the relationship with the father was crucial, I think that was a big thing for Gwyneth.

Q: Any hesitation about working on stage?

A:  I think she was ready to see what acting meant on stage. She is incredibly talented and incredibly skilled at what she does, but I think she wanted the experience of what only stage can give you really of exploring more profoundly and over a longer period of time, and feeling what it is like to live that in front of an audience as opposed to momentarily in front of a camera. Because it definitely tells you things about acting that you won’t find any other way.

Q: At what point did you talk to Gwyneth about appearing in a film?

A: When we did the play we still didn’t know if we were doing a movie of it. It was a matter of waiting to see whether the screenplay could be fashioned in such a way that was then necessary to make into a film as opposed just ‘might be a good idea…’ We both wanted to do it but the play was a very good experience on its own and I said to Gwyneth ‘I’ll come back to you if I get this right.. And you know, making the film was wonderful, a fantastic experience, for both of us.

ends
