Sir Anthony Hopkins generic for PROOF
By: Martyn Palmer
These days, it takes a lot to tempt Sir Anthony Hopkins out in front of the cameras. The man universally recognised as one of the finest actors of his generation has plenty of reasons to stay at home in California.

“Oh yes,” he smiles. “I live in Malibu and I love it there. I paint, I write, I like to compose music. I’m very happy actually. And it’s very seductive.. My agent says to me sometimes ‘will I ever get you out of Malibu?’ and I say ‘why don’t you have a film set up in the garden here..’”

John Madden admits that he’d virtually given up hope that Hopkins would accept the part of Robert, the brilliant but tortured mathematician, in Proof. After all weeks had gone by, and there was no word from the Hopkins home and the director was, reluctantly, beginning to think of alternatives.

“There was a bit of a mix up,” Hopkins confesses. “My agent had sent me the script for Proof and I couldn’t even remember it and then Duncan Heath, my British agent, came over and he said ‘did you read that script for Proof?’ and I said ‘I don’t want to do a play..’ And he said ‘no it’s not the play it’s a film and they offered it to you five weeks ago..’ So I read it and it was great and I said ‘yeah I’ll do it…’”

It’s a testament to the quality of Proof – which has indeed been a successful Pulitzer prize winning Broadway and West End stage play, written by David Auburn– that Hopkins was immediately ready to jump on board.

“I thought it was a good, challenging part and I was fascinated, too. I know nothing about math but I was intrigued by the balance of the mind of this guy who goes mad. And I very much relished the chance to work with John, whose work I like a lot, and Gwyneth Paltrow, who is fantastic.”

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.

For Hopkins, playing the part of Robert, reminded him of some of the great scientists he has encountered during his life. In the mid 1970s, he’d written to mathematician Jacob Bronowski who presented the ground breaking BBC documentary series,  The Ascent of Man. 

“I was on my way to New York to do a play and he wrote back and asked me to come and see him,” says the actor. “Sadly, he died before I arrived but later his widow asked me to do some interviews for the PBS version of the series.

“I was interviewing two astro physicists, a man and his wife, and I remember they were Austrians and I asked them to explain for the viewer the theory of relativity and fortunately they both had a sense of humour and they said ‘so you understand what we are saying?’ 

“And I said ‘I haven’t a clue…’” he laughs. “But we had a lot of fun. And that was my brush with science and when I got this part I thought ‘well this is fascinating, to see a man who is tragically trapped in his own obsessive mind…’”

Sir Anthony, 67, was born in Margum, near Port Talbot in south Wales, the son of a baker. At 17, he wandered along to a local theatrical production, staged by the YMCA, and immediately felt at home. A talented pianist, he won a scholarship to the Welsh College and Music and Drama and after mandatory national service in the British army, he joined The National Theatre, under director Sir Laurence Olivier.

In the 1960s, Hopkins was an increasingly dominant figure on the London stage and by 1967 he had made his film debut in The Lion In Winter with Peter O’Toole and Katherine Hepburn.

Hopkins has proved a master in the medium. He won an Oscar for his chilling portrayal of serial killer Hannibal Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs and was nominated for an Academy Award for his performances in Nixon and The Remains of the Day – the latter winning him a Best Actor BAFTA.

His impressive list of credits also include The Bounty, Howard’s End, Shadowlands (as the writer C.S. Lewis) playing the lead in Surviving Picasso, starring opposite Brad Pitt in Meet Joe Black and The Legends of the Fall, taking a swashbuckling action role in The Legend of Zorro and reprising the role of Lecter in Ridley Scott’s Hannibal. More recently, he starred opposite Nicole Kidman in The Human Stain and in Oliver Stone’s Alexander. 

He has several films in the pipeline, including The World’s Fastest Indian, the true story of a 63-year-old New Zealander who broke the land speed world record and the political thriller, All The Kings Men with Sean Penn.

This interview was conducted at the Venice Film Festival which Hopkins attended with his wife, Stella Arroyave.

Q: Did you know John Madden?

A: No, I’d seen Shakespeare in Love and enjoyed that very much. But it was odd, just over two years ago they sent me the script for Proof and I think I’d got a bit detached from everything and maybe a little lazy, that I didn’t want to read anything very much. This was after Human Stain and I just took some time and we live up in Malibu and maybe the sun had got to me (laughs). My agent had sent me the script for Proof and I couldn’t even remember it and then Duncan Heath came over, my British agent and he said ‘did you read that script for Proof?’ and I said ‘I don’t want to do a play..’ And he said ‘no it’s not the play it’s a film and they offered it to you five weeks ago..’ So I read it and it was great and I said ‘yeah I’ll do it…’ And I spoke to my American agent and he said  ‘I thought you didn’t want to do it…’ and I said ‘but I thought it was a play..’ (laughs). And they said it was with Gwyneth Paltrow and I like her, she’s terrific.  So I came back to England to do it.

Q: How long did you take off?

A: I can’t remember but it was a while. And this was my first one back and when I said I’d do it John Maddon phoned me and said ‘I’m so pleased…’ and I said ‘well I am too but I’m sorry I delayed answering.’ He said ‘yeah I was wondering whether you had fallen off a cliff in Malibu..’ (laughs). I do tend to get a bit vague about reading stuff now, you know I like a quiet life and I only want to read something that grabs my fancy. My agent will say ‘I recommend you read this, even if you don’t like it..’ or sometimes it’s ‘I recommend you don’t bother..’  So that’s how I measure it. I trust him.

Q: What was it that grabbed you about Proof?

A: The long speech! (laughs). I don’t know, I thought it would be nice to get my teeth into some good meaty dialogue and all that technical stuff in the big speech. I like to keep my brain cells active and keep in practice. I learn poetry and I play the piano so I keep my mind very active. I thought it was a good challenging part and I was fascinated, too. I know nothing about maths but I was intrigued by the balance of the mind of this guy who goes mad. I had seen a documentary about a man who broke some amazing mathematical formula, and for hundreds of years mathematicians had been trying and he did it.. He was an English scientist and he said at the moment of revelation, when he got it one Sunday afternoon, he got very tearful. And I thought that was interesting, maybe for them it’s like a revelation from God or something. Because maths is a different language for most of us. When I got this part I thought ‘well this is fascinating, to see a man who is tragically trapped in his own obsessive mind…’

Q: What was Gwyneth like to work with?

A: Isn’t she great in this? She was wonderful to work with. She’s the best.

She was already on the film when I came on. I was worried that they would think I was playing hard to get, but I wasn’t I simply hadn’t read it. My favourite scene in the film is when Gwyneth says at the memorial service ‘I didn’t know he had so many friends. Where were you?’ The hypocrisy and bullshit that you find at those memorial services. I can’t even attend them. 

Q: You play a man who is, as you say, trapped in an obsessive mind and suffering from mental illness. Where did you find that part of the character?

A: I can’t recall if I’ve ever known anyone who went completely off their heads like this guy, but there was one person I knew years ago who went mad and committed suicide, he was a physics teacher at my school. I remember it was in the 1950s and we were all scared of him because he was a violent guy, he’d been in the war I think. And he pushed the chairs and tables around in the physics lab. I remember that he was a brilliant physics teacher but he was very volatile.

Q: What was it like working in the UK again?

A: Very nice. We did my stuff quite quickly, in about a week, I think. And then I was back in England again at Shepperton to do Alexander with Oliver Stone. It’s nice to work in Britain.

Q: Did you have a period of rehearsal for Proof?

A: We went to a hotel in Chicago and went into a room, much like this one, and I only had scenes with Gwyneth apart from one brief scene with Jake Gyllenhaal. So we sat there and read it for an afternoon and that went very well. You can tell very early on how it’s going to go. There was no fuss with us, John didn’t want to re-write anything and when that happens I always think ‘oh God, here we go..’ it’s always a bad sign. It’s horrible because then you think ‘well why are we re-writing?’ But there was none of that and the script seemed pretty good to me. And we read it and that was it. A rehearsal is when you are walking around in a scene, I think they are horrible, I find it killing and I’d rather just do it on the set. Because it’s fairly good common sense, you sit around you read the script and if you’ve got an ounce of intelligence you know what it will be like on the set. I think we read it about twice and that was fine.  I went back to LA and they said we’ll see you in London and they said ‘if you wouldn’t mind growing a beard, to make you look a bit rough..’ and I said ‘OK’ and that was it. 

Q: When you watch a film like Proof can you just sit back and enjoy it or are you analysing your own performance?

A: I’ve seen it twice now and I’m really pleased with it. I think it’s a really good, well-made movie. A good solid movie and I mean that as a compliment because these days I can hardly watch anything on screen because everything is so cut and so clever. What’s the point of it? Everything is special effects. There are so many highly touted films that come out and you see it and you think ‘well that’s all special effects..’ And I find them tiresome so I don’t watch them. But seeing Proof you see a good story and John is not afraid of boring the audience with too much talk. There’s a lot of dialogue but he had the courage to stay with it. I think when people panic and rush a film, it’s a compromise. It’s a question of are you going to do the film and tell the story properly or not? As far as I know there were no politics on this one. With some films you come in and everybody is re-writing it. 

Q: Is acting the same process it was for you, say, when you were working on the London stage in the 1960s?

A: No, it’s different now and I enjoy it more because I don’t take it seriously anymore. When you are younger you take everything too damned seriously. It’s funny, I enjoy it more now because I’m more choosy about what I do. I just go along with the programme now. I wish I learned that earlier but when you are young, you don’t..

Q: When did it change?

A: After doing Titus. It started about ten years ago I think. I think it was Titus and I thought to myself ‘I don’t want to work like this..’ I thought if I survive this, great. If I come through this I’ll never take it seriously again. I didn’t handle Titus too well. Julie (Taymor, director) and I….I mean, she was a brilliant woman but after I thought ‘sod this for a game of skittles, I don’t want to do this if it’s going to cost me my health..’, because it can wear you down. And living in Hollywood for the last seven years I come across these people and I have an insight into the movie industry, people who are very powerful, moneyed and successful and people who are completely off their heads. I think ‘well I’d rather settle for a life of quiet and peace than get involved if that’s the case…’ 

Q: Did you understand any of the mathematics in the film?

A: (laughs). I tried to. I tried to read Stephen Hawking's book, I’m interested in astronomy and I’ve tried to read books on Astro physics but I don’t know much about. I was interested in it as a kid, but I was hopeless at school in math – I didn’t know what was going on. And I regret it in a way, I wish I did understand it. I bought Mathematics for Idiots, you know those beginners books, and I still don’t get it because I don’t have that kind of mind. But I’m interested in people who are mathematicians. My wife is very good, she studied calculus when she was at college, but I don’t get it. When I was in Chicago University when we were filming I met a couple of the mathematicians and they are a little odd, a bit eccentric, one even had a big patch on his eye. Mind you I find historians more eccentric. I knew a couple from Oxford University who were barking mad. A friend of mine knew a history professor there and he’d say ‘good morning, professor..’ and he’d say ‘good morning,  now which way was I going when you said ‘hello?’ Am I going for lunch or have I had lunch?’

Q: When you look back on your life do you also look back on the time when you were haunted by demons?

A: I can’t even remember the demons. Well, everyone has something lurking around in their heads somewhere, but I don’t pay it any attention actually. We all have insecurities and I think that when we get older you don’t take insecurities that seriously anymore. It’s being alive, being a human being is pretty complex. People have histories and baggage to carry around and you either let it wreck your life or you move on.

ends
