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Double act: Michael Caine and Jude Law

For Michael Caine and Jude Law, the chance to shoot the breeze over lunch was as welcome as the chance to work together on a new version of Sleuth. We eavesdropped on two very British leading men

Michael Caine and Jude Law

Martyn Palmer 

The lunch venue today is The Union in Soho, London. Sir Michael Caine turns up first, looking younger than his 74 years, in a black leather jacket, his blue shirt open at the neck. Jude Law, 34, arrives half an hour later, straight off the plane from Toronto, where a week earlier both actors – a generation apart, but with what quickly transpires to be much in common – had been working the red carpet promoting Sleuth, a British thriller starring them both and directed by Kenneth Branagh. Caine’s connection with the project goes back much further, however. 

Originally an Anthony Shaffer play, back in 1972 Joe Mankiewicz’s film version paired Caine, then every inch a new kind of leading man, with another, older giant of British acting, Sir Laurence Olivier, as two very different men duelling over a woman. This time around it was Law who came up with the idea of reworking the piece, and Law who asked Harold Pinter to write a new script based on the same premise – that two men meet in an isolated house and fight, verbally and then physically, over a woman, with wit and weapons. And this time, Caine plays the role of Andrew Wyke – Olivier’s part in the original – while Law plays the younger Milo Tindle. The film was shot at breakneck speed in a remarkable 23 days, at Twickenham Studios, where Caine filmed scenes for both Zulu and his 1966 breakthrough movie, Alfie, which was remade in 2004 and starred… Jude Law. 

The pair, separated by 40 years, clearly like each other, but seem more at ease expressing admiration whenever the other is out of earshot. “I’ve always been a great admirer of Michael’s work,” Law tells me when Caine has left the table. “He really is a lovely bloke and such a laugh to be with. I love him to bits.” Caine feels likewise. “I rate him very highly,” he says while we wait for Law to arrive. “I wouldn’t have done the picture otherwise. I can’t act with bad actors. I become bad myself if I act with them. They bring you down. Jude is a wonderful actor.” 

Yet this meeting is in no way a luvvie-in. Caine confesses that he’s never actually watched Law in the remake of his own, iconic Alfie movie. “No, I didn’t. I saw the reviews and I thought, ‘What’s the point?’ It didn’t work,” he says. “And I didn’t think Jude would work – he looks far too smart and knowing. I played Alfie as a sort of primitive. The last line I say in that movie is, ‘What’s it all about?’ The minute Jude walks on, you know that here is a guy who knows exactly what everything’s all about.” 

For lunch, Caine orders linguine with a glass of New Zealand sauvignon, Law has chicken and mash with sparkling water. Next stop for both will be New York, but for the moment Caine and Law are happy to be back on home turf with time to chat. 
Michael Caine “Nice haircut.” 

Jude Law [Laughs] “Thanks.” 

MC “It’s all right for you; you’re very lucky because you have a great-shaped head. If you were a Bacon Bonce it would be different.” 

Conversation turns to films, festivals and remakes, including The Assassination of Jesse James with Brad Pitt, and Olivier.

JL “It makes me laugh, because they’ve been going on at us about remakes. Do you know how many Jesse James movies there are? Fourteen!” 

MC “Somebody said to Ken Branagh that Sleuth was a remake, and Ken said, ‘Never mind that, most of the stuff I’ve done are remakes. Are you suggesting we never do Othello again?’ I would never have done just a remake. I thought the original Sleuth was fine and you couldn’t do much to improve on that. What brought me into it was when Jude told me that it would be Pinter.” 

JL “Harold is a fascinating, brilliant, complicated, dark writer.” 
MC “Among other things [laughs].” 
JL “To me, it was just an idea I thought was great – two men fighting in a house over a woman – but Harold puts all these layers on to it.” 

MC “I remember Larry [Olivier] and I rehearsed for about five days and he was in a bit of trouble. He was taking Valium, he had been fired from the National [Theatre] and it was a rotten period for him. When we started rehearsals it wasn’t very good and that was a bit worrying for Joe [Mankiewicz], because there were only two of us in it. But after a couple of days of rehearsal he brought in a moustache and put it on and then he was great. That opened it up for him. He said to me at the end of the week, ‘I could never act with my own face.’ And if you look at him, he’s always got a bit of a nose, some teeth in, some contact lens or a beard. He had to have something. 

“Also it was quite strange, if you think of a parallel: he was Sir Laurence Olivier and I was an ordinary young actor and I am Sir Michael Caine and Jude is just Mr Jude Law – and the difference with the class thing, now to then, is huge. In the papers then it was, ‘Oh, the greatest actor in the world is gonna chew Michael Caine up into little bits, the little Cockney upstart from Alfie.’ Larry sent me a letter before we met saying, ‘When we meet you may be wondering how to address me and you should call me Larry from that moment onwards.’ None of that would occur with Jude. He calls me Michael and that’s it.” 

The talk moves to acting and when they first met, at the Oscars in 2000, when both were nominated for Best Supporting Actor, Law for The Talented Mr Ripley and Caine, who won, for The Cider House Rules.

JL “Actually, we met the night before [the Oscar ceremony] at the Miramax party. We got on straight away, didn’t we?” 

MC “Yes, we did. The thing about actors is that they only like good ones and they are completely snobbish with bad actors, who are ignored. And if you think you are good yourself, you immediately become friends with everyone else who is good. It’s like the thing about being famous. If you are famous you can go up to any other famous person and say ‘Hi’. Whereas if you weren’t famous, people would tell you to piss off. I recognised Jude as a good actor.” 

JL “You want to know why we get on? You don’t feel like you are always sitting there in reverence with Michael – although you are. It’s very easy to get on with him. I hope we work together again.” 

MC “We keep in touch, and we’ve got mutual friends. David Tang is a mutual friend – he hosts these wonderful dinners.” 

Fame and the media are the next topics. Recently Law was in the headlines for allegedly assaulting a photographer outside his home.

MC “I had about a quarter of the attention Jude has, because there weren’t the magazines back then and there weren’t the paparazzi photographing your every move. Now they will buy a picture of absolutely anything – like in Jude’s case, taking the children to school. I never had any of that. I used to take my child to school in a Rolls-Royce and no one took a picture. The Sixties were so much easier. I can remember we all used to go to the same restaurant on a Saturday lunchtime. Just about every actor in London would be there, and I never saw a photographer. These days there would be 100 outside, 24-7, and that’s the problem. What is the same is the British problem with success. I got hit when I was younger by the press for having the audacity to be a success, and so does he.” 

JL “Well, there’s always going to be criticism of what you do as an actor and that’s fair enough.” 
MC “No, but I’m talking about the paparazzi. In my day, you could do something dodgy and get away with it. Now, you do nothing at all and something dodgy is printed about you. That’s the difference. My way is I come out and pose for as many [pictures] as I like and I completely devalue my own currency. A photo of me is not worth anything, so I’m fine now.” 
JL “I feel a little like I’ve spent too long bitching and whining and moaning about the whole thing. I’ve learned not to like it but lump it. The truth is, as with anything in life, there are pros and cons. I have a very good life. I do a job that I love. I work with people I admire and respect and learn from, so it’s not having any detrimental effect on my work. So I’ve gone back to just ignoring it. I wouldn’t know if I’m in [those magazines] now, because I’ve cut off all ties.” 

On work and play.

JL “What’s interesting is that you never know what another actor does to get the job done, until you work with them. I’ve had experiences where you are excited about working with someone, and then you turn up on set and they are completely loopy. And you are like, ‘You are not going to be like that every day, are you?’ and they are, they do it every day. What was a very pleasant surprise was that me, Michael and Ken had an across-the-board same way of working – we worked hard, we laughed a lot, we didn’t sit there intensely overworking it. We’d joke around, and then it would be, ‘Action!’ Boom! We’d do it. I’d call that a British approach.” 

MC “That thing of getting on with it? Yeah. I mean, an American actor will run around the studio agonising over it for half the day, but the British actor is too lazy. He’ll sit in his chair and when he gets up he’ll go [wheezes], ‘F*** that running around the studio, let’s just do it!’” 

JL “I’ve luckily never been in a situation where the whole thing, start to finish, is a nightmare.” 

MC “I have. You spend a lot of time in the Winnebago and you don’t come out. You disappear instantly – and you know all your lines, so you do as few takes as possible, so that you can get out of there as soon as the guy goes, ‘Cut!’ I won’t cop another one, though, I’m too careful now.” 

JL “There were a lot of laughs on set for Sleuth.” 

MC “Never stopped. Jude does the Stanislavski thing, the same thing as me – the rehearsal is the work and the performance is the relaxation.” 

JL “I’ve just learnt that. But I suppose that’s fair. If you are not ready on the day when they say, ‘Action!’ then you are in trouble. Certainly, with Sleuth you had to be prepared because we didn’t have much time. But that’s the thing about Ken, he can turn negatives into positives, and he saw the schedule as a blessing.” 

MC “I don’t think we’ve ever had a conversation about acting.” 

JL “No, not really. We talk about jobs we’ve done, people we’ve met, experiences, but not ‘the job’. You know, ‘Where do you go to get into character?’ You would just sound like such a bunch of twats if you did.” 
MC “And if someone did ask, ‘What were you thinking about?’ I’d have said, ‘I was thinking it’s about an hour to lunch now…’” 
JL “You talk about the characters and the piece a lot and if it’s good then it throws up all sorts of very funny digressions.” 

MC “Woody Allen had a great line. He was asked, ‘Do you think sex is dirty?’ and he said, ‘If you are doing it right, yes.’ And it’s a bit like that: if you’re doing it right, it’s a bit dirty.” 

The two turn their attention to sex and masculinity.

MC “There was a cliché in the original script [for Sleuth], which was that all Englishmen are no good in bed and all Italians are great lovers. Which no longer applies!” 

JL “Funnily enough, I think the British have always been very good at portraying men wholly. I was going to say that it has changed and that with a film like Closer we showed more vulnerability, but you look at Billy Liar, the original Alfie, and The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner…” 

MC “Saturday Night, Sunday Morning…” 

JL “They are incredibly tough working-class but very vulnerable men in those films. I think that has always been something that has made British actors and British roles quite complete, and masculinity has been portrayed very accurately. Room At The Top with Laurence Harvey is another example…” 

MC “I think one thing has changed, though. If you look at the original Alfie, the morality has changed. Now, the character of Alfie could be a girl who goes around and screws all the guys, whereas back then, no way, and the guys couldn’t get laid. That was the thing. The young men who watched Alfie sat there and admired him because he had all these girls and they couldn’t get one. That was what was so funny. Half of the young boys who watched Alfie back then were virgins and now if you’re over 16 and a virgin you’re probably in a minority. The morality is entirely different, but I’m not sure that masculinity has changed that much.” 

Inevitably, the Sixties crop up.

MC “It was a very special period and I knew that. By the end of the decade, everyone I knew was famous, including me. Every single person – my flatmate, Terence Stamp, my barber, Vidal Sassoon, everyone. We made our rules, we did our own thing and never mind about the skirts – they were right up there, weren’t they? [Both laugh.] And as for this [acting], we were fortunate because we had the writers – John [Osborne] did Look Back In Anger, Arnold Wesker wrote The Kitchen, with two leading men washing up in the kitchen – they’d never seen that before. All you’d had before was people coming in and out of French windows in tennis shorts saying, ‘We’re going up to London, Bunty’s having a party!’” 

JL “That movement of film-makers were so inspirational to my generation and to the generation before me. But what’s funny is it’s not until you get into your late twenties, early thirties, that you realise the impact, because prior to that you just take it for granted – before that, Michael was Michael. But then you look back and see what he did – and the others. It’s incredible.” 

MC “Are you having a coffee?” 
