TOM WILKINSON

After his success in The Full Monty, English actor Tom Wilkinson went on to receive an Academy Award nomination as Sissy Spacek’s grieving husband in the independent film In the Bedroom. In Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, he plays the mysterious Doctor Howard Mierzwiak, who heads up the medical clinic that specializes in erasing memories.

Could you compare your character to Frankenstein?

I guess so. What I liked about the movie was the crudeness of his methods. There he had his assistants, played by Mark Ruffalo and Elijah Wood, eating pizza and doing this terribly crucial difficult process that the audience presumably doesn’t want to happen, and it has this sinister quality that I imagine from the lobotomies of the Forties must have had; that it was medieval in a certain sense.

Do you think it offers an alternative to the high-tech sci-fi movies of that genre?

I was delighted that there was no computer generated stuff in this film. I assumed in some scenes that they were done on the computer and I’m bloody grateful this one didn’t use that. The more stuff that computers can do, the less stuff that actors can do and I don’t think I like that.

Did getting an Oscar nomination change your life?

I thought it was a wonderful thing and I had a marvelous time and at the back of my mind I feel perhaps a little bit more content. But of course when you get nominated and you don’t win, you think ‘the next time I come here I’m going to win it!’ so it generates a sort of healthy ambition. And I’m not remotely famous in England either. The films that I make in general, they don’t go and see. If I walk around in the United States after In the Bedroom, I get the sense they know me. Ten people saw In the Bedroom in England, but if you do a soap opera in England, you’re Brad Pitt or royalty!

How was working with Jim Carrey?

I didn’t know him before I’m glad I know him because he is a really nice fellow; very bright and witty and he is a perfectionist and I like all those things in actors. When I was asked to be in it, I was tremendously flattered because I thought it is a great script and cast and the director gave it a little bit of rock ‘n’ roll so I thought, ‘I’m up for that’.

Your character has one of the big surprises of the movie at the end. How did that affect the way you played the role?

You know about it and that’s enough. In one scene at the end, I knew what I was thinking about and yet nobody else would have noticed it but it informed my performance.

Did you know the cast before you made the film?

Elijah and I did a film that was not released a few years ago, Chain of Fools, which was also a very quirky, very well-written comedy and it’s going straight to video. 

Do you like these kinds of quirky films as a movie-goer?

I like films, and I’m very grateful as we all should be, to Charlie Kaufman, for writing films which kind of rewrite or remap the territory that can properly be inhabited by films.

This movie seems to argue that good and bad memories are equally important. What do you think?

We all should live with our bad stuff because that is what makes us who we are. But when you see people who are serial rapists and you can bet that they were abused as children and were all a little odd long before they became criminals, you could quite see a world where society could identify those children who were peculiar as teens and erase their memories of childhood abuse. But that gets into the territory of that Tom Cruise movie, Minority Report, and you can’t do it anyway because it’s facist! 

What do you think about destiny?

When you see the movie you think about your own life and I think, ‘if it had been slightly different, if I had not met my present wife in quite the same circumstances as I had met her, we wouldn’t be married to each other’. It goes back to that one moment and if that wasn’t there, forget it.

What is next for you?

Last year I worked on eight movies and that was too much! I bought a new house but that’s not an excuse for why I worked myself to death. Some of them were; White on White, with Barry Pepper, and Complete Female Stage Beauty, which is a Jacobean theatre story with Billy Crudup and Clare Danes, and then I did a Julian Fellowes script, the guy who wrote Gosford Park with him making his directorial debut, called Away from the Woods, which is a psychological thriller.

Do you think you are more in demand because of the Oscar nomination?

I doubt it. I think I get jobs because I’m useful and can do a lot of things. A profile helps of course but I haven’t a clue really. 

Did The Full Monty change your profile?

Yes, that made things happen that could not ever have happened without that movie. Rather than ‘Tom who?’ in the boardrooms of Los Angeles, you become ‘that guy from The Full Monty, what’s he called?’ and that’s when you get a job and you build on that and then you’re in another success, Shakespeare in Love, and then Rush Hour makes a lot of money and then you’ve done most of the work.

Do you think directors like that you’re different in everything?

I was watching Love Actually on the airplane and I know almost everybody in that cast well. I’ve known Alan Rickman since we were both in drama school. You can read a script and think, ‘this is an Alan Rickman role’ but on the whole that is how people think. Whereas if they’ve debated with me, they’re saying ‘what makes you think you can play this role when it’s tailor made for Alan Rickman?’ Then they say, ‘well Alan hasn’t turned us down flat yet so let’s wait another couple of weeks - then we’ll ask Michael Caine!’ (laughs) That’s how it works!

What did you think of the film?

I was astounded and thought it was terrific. When you think of the amount of film that went through the gate on that movie; hundreds of miles of dailies they had to look at because he never turns the camera off. The only thing that stops the camera is when you run out of film.
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