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Homecoming queen 

She's spent nearly a decade in Hollywood, but it's Almodóvar's new movie, set in Spain, that has marked the coming of age of Penélope Cruz. She tells Simon Hattenstone about playing a real woman, politics and - despite herself - about Tom Cruise 

Saturday August 5, 2006
The Guardian 


Seven years ago, Pedro Almodóvar told Penélope Cruz he had the perfect role for her. He was planning to write a film about a woman married to an abusive loser who molests their teenage daughter. Almodóvar told her that, even though she was in her mid-20s, she was made to play the daughter. He then put the project to one side. In between times he made a series of wonderful movies that established him as one of the world's great film-makers, while Cruz became the first Spanish actress to conquer Hollywood, made a series of disappointing films and had a famous relationship with Tom Cruise before appearing to settle down to life in Los Angeles with actor Matthew McConaughey. 
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Last year, Almodóvar got back in touch with Cruz to say he had the perfect role for her. He had finally written the screenplay about a woman married to an abusive loser who molests their daughter, and Cruz was made to play the mother. As so often with Almodóvar, she couldn't believe what he was proposing. After all, Cruz is only 32, and could easily pass as 22. And it does take some believing the first time you see Cruz on screen as Raimunda, the sexy, tough, mendacious, vulnerable, melodramatic mamma. But by the end of the film, Volver, she has given the performance of her life. 

Cruz calls the part a coming-of-age gift, and says it is the first time she has been allowed to play a real woman. Which is appropriate because, she says, for the first time in her life she feels like a woman rather than a girl. 

It's a long time since the camera has made love to its star with such abandon. Almodóvar tracks longingly down her cleavage as she does the washing-up, stalks her padded-out bottom as she struts through town, flirts with her lips as she talks. The film is a raging love letter to Cruz. Almodóvar, who is gay, sounds as if he's on the turn when describing Cruz. ("Those eyes, her neck, her shoulders, her breasts! Penélope has got one of the most spectacular cleavages in world cinema. Looking at her has been one of the great pleasures of the shoot," he writes lubriciously in his notes to Volver.) 

We meet in Cannes, where Volver opened the festival to brilliant reviews but failed to win the Palme d'Or. It's a blindingly sunny day and Cruz is sitting with friends in the garden of a hotel, having a bite to eat. She wanders over, her understated elegance (jeans, flesh-coloured Dolce jacket) set off by Louis Vuitton superstar shades. When she takes off the glasses you realise how exceptionally beautiful she is. In a way, her face doesn't make sense. Her exaggerated features - huge brown eyes, great gash of mouth, long slope of nose - sit in a tiny head. She could be a cartoon character, and yet at the same time there is great delicacy to her beauty. She wears no make-up, and looks all the better for it. 

She smiles when I mention Almodóvar's adoration, and says, yes, it is a love affair of sorts. "You don't have to have sex involved in a love story for it to be a love story. When I'm at the end of my life, thinking about the most important people in my life, people I have loved the most, Pedro will be one of the main people." 

Volver means "return" in Spanish. There are several kinds of return for Almodóvar in Volver - the film is set in La Mancha, his home town. In the film, Raimunda's mother returns from the dead. But perhaps the most important homecoming is that of Cruz. It's six years since she and Almodóvar last made a film together. Over the past decade, Cruz has largely made Hollywood or US-backed movies providing exotic love interest - she is Nicolas Cage's Greek sweetheart in Captain Corelli's Mandolin, Tom Cruise's girlfriend in Vanilla Sky, and Johnny Depp's coke-addled lady friend in Blow. Almodóvar says she has become "stylised" in the US; he believes Volver shows "she has more force in plebeian characters than in very refined ones". 

Cruz made her movie debut in Bigas Luna's mad-cow movie Jamón Jamón 14 years ago. It was a typically Spanish affair - surreal, dark, erotic, bonkers. She then worked with Almodóvar on Live Flesh and All About My Mother. Cruz was perfect for Almodóvar with her unlikely beauty and dazzling contradictions, segueing from Mother Teresa to voracious sexual predator, sometimes within the one scene. She could play restrained naturalism one second, then crazy melodrama the next - just what he needed for films that took the most unfeasible stories and somehow made them first believable then unbearably moving. In Live Flesh, she played a prostitute who goes into labour and gives birth on a bus. In All About My Mother, she is a nun who has been impregnated by a transvestite and is dying of Aids. When Almodóvar described the latter part to her, she thought it was ridiculous. "I said to him, 'I have no idea how I am going to make this believable'. And he said, 'You just have to trust me', and he was right." 

As I talk to Cruz, I begin to realise why she can make these outrageous narratives work. She belongs to Almodóvar's world of ghosts, coincidence, superstition and sexual ambiguity. In fact, she says that is the appeal of working with Almodóvar. "I spent a lot of nights with my trailer full of transsexuals, and they told me stories about their life, how they had suffered a lot, trying to find their truth. Some were working as prostitutes, others had normal jobs. I got along with all of them." 

When she talks of her childhood, she sounds like a character in a Gabriel García Márquez novel. As a little girl, she says, she used to go to bed and dream her destiny into existence. "My dreams felt almost too big... about being an artist... an actress or a dancer - I was dancing since I was four. It was my every night ritual, going to bed and dreaming about my future, and I feel that's how I created what I'm doing now. So now I'm dreaming about what I'll be doing when I'm 40 and 60 and 80." She won't say what those dreams conjure up, for fear of tempting fate. 

Did she dream of success and being feted when she was a child? She looks appalled. "No, no, no, I dreamed about how I would feel doing these things." And how did she feel? "Free. Free, waking up every day and doing a job that I loved." She looks at my chewing gum on the table. "May I have one?... No, it wasn't about being famous. I just wanted my life to be about hard work and feeling creative every day." 

Penélope Cruz was born in Madrid to working-class parents. Her mother was a hairdresser, her father a car mechanic. The family loved films and music. "In my house there was always opera playing as we cleaned the house on Sunday. We were all a little bit hippy. Naked. Cleaning the house listening to Bizet or Prokofiev." 

Cleaning and singing opera, naked? Even Almodóvar wouldn't risk a family scene quite so outré. She grins, and blows a bubble. "I don't mean naked like that. I mean naked, very free. We were one of the first families to have a video machine, so my dad was always making movies at home, and we could rent movies. We didn't have much money, but the money we did have we put into things like that." The family watched European films - she reels off the great directors she grew up on, mainly Italian - Fellini, Rossellini, De Sica. 

She remains extremely close to her family. Her mother complains that whenever she is in Madrid she finds an animal in the street and brings it home for them to look after. How many has she brought home? She pops another bubble. "Two cats and one dog, and then I have my other dog with me in LA." Her siblings have followed her into the arts. Sister Mónica, three years younger, is an actor and flamenco dancer. Her brother Eduardo is 21 and a musician. She tells me he has just released his first album, that he's written all the songs and played three instruments, and that it's brilliant in a punk-rocky way - and she heaves with pride. 

It's eight years since Cruz first headed for America. She never moved over as such, always followed the work - in this case The Hi-Lo Country, a western made by British director Stephen Frears. But the offers kept coming, and she kept packing her bags. By then she was a huge star in Spain, and seemed to like the relative anonymity of America. 

Frears was struck by her exuberance. "She was just a girl then, and in the evening she'd go to sing in the karaoke bar with the rest of the crew. Very touching really. When we were shooting I just sat there, gobsmacked." 

At what? 

"Well, her beauty. She does have that European thing, doesn't she? The first time I saw her she reminded me of the whole history of European cinema - you know, all those great actresses like Loren. And in Pedro's films you've seen her grow into a woman over the years." 

Where does he think she has done her best work? 

"Oh, that's easy," he says. "Spain. Immodestly, I also think she's very good in my film, The Hi-Lo Country. But that whole business of people acting in a language other than their own is very complicated. Language is so germane, and unless film deals with the issue actors often end up looking rather beached." 

Cruz soon lost her anonymity in America when she got together with Tom Cruise on Vanilla Sky, the confusing remake of the already confusing Spanish film, Open Your Eyes. It seemed too good a story to be true. Spain's most famous actress and Hollywood's most famous actor were an item. They looked a little like each other, and what's more they shared the same surname. If the relationship hadn't been for real some marketing guru would have had to invent it. And, of course, there were those who suggested as much - that Cruz was raising her profile in America, and Cruise was bolstering his image as an irresistible Hollywood hunk. I'm very curious about him - is he as weird as he seems, with the Scientology and the he-man act? On the other hand, Cruz is known for guarding her privacy. That, she's said, is how she holds on to herself and her sanity. 

I begin circumspectly. Is she still with Matthew McConaughey? 

"Yeah. I don't wanna talk about my private life." 

Is he as lovely as he looks? 

"Amazing person. Great, great person. Very, very good company. But I'm just not going to talk about it." 

"Matthew seems so much nicer than Tom?" 

She gives me a look and blows a contemptuous little bubble before letting fly: "I am friends with all the people I have been with, I am very good friends with the people who have meant something in my life, and I am so protective to the people who have been good to me, so I'm like a lion with that, and Tom is a very good man, and I am close to his whole family, his children. I love his children, and his mum, and all of his family, and he's a great man. The people who have been good to me, they are untouchable, I am very loyal to the people who have meant something to me and have been good to me, very, very loyal. And I don't like..." She finally runs out of breath. 

Cruz is fearsome when she gets going, so different from the easy, giggly, hippy-dippy girl she can be. "Nobody with common sense talks about their private life. It's easy to say, 'OK, I give you a little bit,' and then you feel horrible with yourself. And I've been working hard since I was 16 and I've never talked about my private life, and I'm not going to change it now." She makes a disapproving kissing sound with her lips. 

That's a good noise, I say. 

"That's a very Spanish thing." 

How would she describe her character? She relaxes. "She's a lion, too." 

No, not your character in Volver, your own character. 

"I would use similar words to describe myself - strong, vulnerable, stubborn, hopeful and, how d'you say it when somebody worries too much?" 

Neurotic? 

"No, not neurotic. A worrier. I could find any reason to worry about something right now." 

Little things or big? 

"Both. Sometimes I wake up at 7am to pee and in those two minutes I'm already trying to find out why we're here and what we don't know, and what I'm going to do in terms of having children, and I'm like, 'No, shut up, think about it later, go back to sleep.' " 

Cruz would like children, lots of them. She says that it would be too risky just having one or two because she'd worry so much for them, it would make their lives a misery, so best spread the worry. 

Is she aware of the biological clock ticking? "No, because I've just turned 32, and I still have a few years to do it, and when I do it I want to do it really well. I want it to be my best project in life." 

The thing I like about Cruz is her capacity to surprise - as an actor, and in the flesh. On children, for example. "I would love to have my own," she says, "but I don't think I'd feel fully completed as a woman until I can also adopt." 

Cruz recently bought a house in Los Angeles. Does she consider LA to be home now? "Madrid and LA. My main home is Madrid, but I also live in LA. It's a more normal life than in the beginning. At first, I would go to pick up the phone but there was nobody to call because everybody I knew was thousands of kilometres away." That sounds lonely? "Yes, of course, but I don't want to complain about it because it made me strong and it taught me a lot of things. It taught me how to be with myself, with no fear. I've been creating a normal life there, taking my rituals from Spain. Even now that I have a house there, I always know when I'm going to come back home to Europe and that's the way to protect myself." 

Had she always wanted to work in America? "I don't know, because it hadn't happened before to an actress from my country; that she worked there with continuity. So I didn't have a reference. I thought it was almost impossible. But then I got a movie, and then I did a casting and got another movie. All my movies were castings." Her parents had always told her it was good to strive, to exceed expectations. 

Was it a political household? "It was very free. We were raised Catholic, but it was free religiously, too. Since I was a little girl I felt, in terms of politics, I was more going to the left." 

How does she identify with the left? "Well, I like a lot of things about our president now." 

Bush? She opens her mouth in horror, and her already huge pupils appear to dilate. "No. Our president. In Spain. Who's my president? Zapatero ... If I talk about our government, I talk about my country. I am a Spanish resident." 

What about Bush? "I have always been against war. But I was particularly upset by the Iraq war. Every day you see 60 more dead, 80 more. You know when we were saying you create your future by imagining the future? When I dream about what the world will be like in a couple of centuries, it's always terrifying. We are getting to a point where war could mean something else - something even more horrific than what it meant before. I mean, I am a person with a lot of hope, but trying to picture this world even one century from now, that is really scary." 

I ask her if she takes comfort from religion. "I don't call myself one thing. I like to study many religions." Has she ever been attracted to Scientology, like Tom Cruise? "I have read a lot of books about it, and some of those things I have studied have helped me with things in my life. I would feel bad with myself if I didn't say that I was grateful to it because of what I've learned about it. A lot of my friends have been helped by their programme - they have got the most successful anti-drug programme in the world and they deserve a lot of credit for it." The Scientologists' detoxification programme, personally developed by founder L Ron Hubbard, has been criticised for its lack of scientific basis. 

How does it work? "They have places everywhere. It is amazing because it is about helping the person find the reasons why they started in the beginning instead of creating guilt. So they have helped a lot of people I care about." 

Do you have to be a Scientologist to do their courses? "No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no. So many of these things are misunderstood. You can be from any religion. I have done some courses, and I didn't have to leave anything else or call myself one thing. A lot of Buddhist monks go there and do courses. I wish more people knew about that." 

Mostly Cruz is too maverick to fit neatly into Hollywood, despite her considerable success in America, and despite the relationships with celebrity A-listers. She has, almost wilfully, refused to lose her accent, which means that she always has to play outsiders. She's said that it would have been easy to talk "American", but she has never wanted to. 

For all that, in the past few years it looked as if Hollywood was likely to become her first home. But it seems less so now. When we talk, she reminds me repeatedly that her roots are in Spain. A few days after we meet, she and McConaughey announce they have split up - the time apart had taken its toll, they say. 

Cruz likes to think of herself as an actor who works in four languages - Spanish, Italian, French and English - rather than a Hollywood actor. When she talks about the work of which she's most proud, she invariably mentions her Spanish work - though there's no denying she is best known for her Hollywood movies, simply because more people see them. 

I tell her I much prefer her European work. Initially she demurs: it's been a privilege working on any number of American movies ... Well maybe, I say, but you are so much better in Volver than in anything I have seen you do in America. She bursts out laughing. "It is Volver," she says, "not Vulva." And she gets the giggles. "I agree with you, this is the most demanding character and I want challenges like this. But I don't compare Pedro with anybody else, he's unique, and he writes character for 80-year-old women. Who else does that?" 

Almodóvar has reclaimed Penélope Cruz. He talks about her in terms of Anna Magnani and Sophia Loren. In Volver he includes a clip of Magnani and has Cruz dress in the type of straight skirts and cardigans Loren used to wear, just to drive the comparison home. He is making a statement - here is a new screen goddess, a new muse, he is saying, and she's not Hollywood's, she's Europe's, she's Spain's and she's mine. 

For Penélope Cruz it's crunch time. She says she will continue to divide her time between America and Europe. But you sense she feels the need to choose where she really wants to be - in Hollywood and risk churning out lucrative mediocrities or in Europe with the chance of establishing herself as the queen of quality cinema. Fortunately for us, it is beginning to look as if home is where her heart is. "I always told Pedro he was my priority," she says, "and right now we are already talking about our next movie together." 

· Volver goes on release on August 25
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