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Introduction


During his years as head of Britain’s National Theatre, Peter Hall always wanted to present a revival of Brecht’s The Life of Galileo. Finally, when he had obtained the rights to the play from the Brecht estate and had the financing for the production, he turned to the question of casting. Colin Blakely and Albert Finney were high on the list of logical candidates for the monumental role, but Hall – to the astonishment of his associates – reached down into the ranks of those who had worked at the National and chose Michael Gambon, who had built his reputation principally in plays by Alan Ayckbourn, Simon Gray and Harold Pinter. At the time, Gambon was appearing, under Hall’s direction, in Pinter’s Betrayal. Although Gambon was admired as an actor, he was not generally considered to have the weight or the authority for Galileo. Hall felt differently. He believed that Gambon was ‘a gentle actor’ but also one with ‘catastrophic power’. Others were unconvinced, and several directors rejected the project precisely because of their doubts about the actor’s suitability.


Eventually, John Dexter agreed to direct the play and when Galileo opened it became a transforming experience for the actor. Gambon not only rose to the challenge but far exceeded all expectations. He was, in fact, a masterly Galileo, rivalling memories of Charles Laughton, who had created the part for Brecht, setting a standard for those who might be daring enough to follow him.


On opening night, 13 August 1980, with bravos echoing through the Olivier Theatre, Gambon returned to his dressing room on a wave of euphoria. At the National, the dressing rooms are aligned on four levels surrounding a quadrangle. As he started to remove his make-up, he heard applause from across the quadrangle and walked to the window to investigate. The applause grew to a roar of approval. All the actors – and there were more than forty in the company – came to their windows and gave him a long and thunderous ovation. This spontaneous collective tribute to a fellow actor from a normally restrained and competitive group of people was unprecedented in the history of the National. ‘I stood at the window and wept my eyes out,’ Gambon recalled. The next day, the critics followed with their accolades in print. A major classical actor had been discovered.


Ayckbourn was one of many people who were elated by Gambon’s triumph. He said that when Gambon appeared in his comedies he had been ‘using about a fifteenth of his range,’ and added, ‘We were using a sledgehammer to crack nuts with.’ The play unlocked career doors for Gambon. ‘It tipped me into the heavyweight league,’ he said. In the years that followed, he has moved back and forth, with equal brilliance, from classics (Shakespeare) to contemporary plays (Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter, David Hare, Caryl Churchill), from tragedy to comedy, and was soon recognised as the most protean and prodigious of English actors.


Before Galileo, Sir Ralph Richardson began calling him ‘The Great Gambon’. That was, Gambon said, as if Richardson considered him ‘a circus act’. In a metaphorical sense, it is not an inaccurate characterisation. As an actor, Gambon is both a high-wire trapeze flier and a clown doing pratfalls in the sawdust: after galvanizing audiences in Galileo, he conquered King Lear and then Antony in Antony and Cleopatra at Stratford-upon-Avon. As Lear, he could also play the fool, toying with Cordelia’s suitors as he referred with almost incestuous envy to their ‘amorous sojourns’. But he never sacrificed Lear’s stature, and even as he succumbed to madness he had moments of blinding sanity. Performed in repertory, King Lear and Antony and Cleopatra were a double tour de force for Gambon, especially on those days when Lear was done at the matinee and Antony followed in the evening. After playing an 80-year-old Lear, Gambon said, it was ‘like a holiday’ to play a 40-year-old Antony, opposite Helen Mirren.


At the same time, he is also a farceur of uncommon distinction. He has caused theatregoers literally to fall into the aisles with rollicking laughter. In an actor’s equivalent of the trapeze artist’s triple somersault in mid-air, he played three totally disparate roles in the 1986-87 season at the National. He was a buffoon of a butler in a revival of the old Aldwych farce Tons of Money. Standing at a perpetual tilt, leaning against a door or against another actor – as each is about to give way – he was like a good-natured Quasimodo. In Ayckbourn’s serious comedy, A Small Family Business, he was a seemingly incorruptible entrepreneur turned gangster. Most challenging of all, he offered a visceral incarnation of Eddie Carbone, the Italian-American longshoreman in Arthur Miller’s A View from the Bridge. From the moment he walked on stage, with a movement that was both graceful and lumbering, he was Eddie Carbone on the hoof, a man who, in Gambon’s interpretation, was almost too large for his body.


For Americans who were not frequent travellers to London, Gambon was unknown until The Singing Detective, Dennis Potter’s 1986 fantasy-filled film noir for television, in which the actor gave a mesmerising performance as an imaginative invalid with delusions of private-eye grandeur. I had seen him act for the first time in London in the summer of 1976. I went to see Simon Gray’s Otherwise Engaged, and was disappointed to learn that the star, Alan Bates, had left the cast and had been replaced by Gambon. As it turned out, he was splendid in the central role of the coolly unemotional publisher. I began following his career, but had no idea that in scarcely more than 10 years, he would rise to the very peak of his profession. By 1987, I would write an essay in the New York Times headlined, ‘A Virtuoso Who Specializes in Everything,’ which would say: ‘Role for role, pound for pound, Michael Gambon is, arguably, the finest actor in the English theatre.’


Harold Pinter has worked with Gambon in diverse capacities – as a playwright, a director, a screenwriter and even as a fellow actor (in a radio version of Betrayal). ‘There is no question about it,’ he said in 1990, ‘over the past 14 years a great actor has come about. He really has just about everything – enormous power, great depth, absolute expertise. He goes for the heart of the matter, and does it most economically and totally without sentimentality. He can arrest and compel. At the centre of all this, he is a most delicate actor. I’ve worked with Olivier, Richardson, Gielgud, Scofield, Redgrave, Guinness and Peggy Ashcroft, the greats of English acting, and Michael Gambon is in that category.’ In 2003, Deborah Warner, who directed him in the film Last September (but not yet on stage), said, ‘I think he is one of the greatest actors there ever, ever was. I think he is the thing itself, the real acting creature.’


Olivier represented passion, Gielgud lyricism and Ralph Richardson, the most underrated of the three, was the supreme character actor. No-one would ever confuse Gambon with Gielgud – Ian McKellen would be a closer comparison – but he combines the boldness of Olivier with the blissful eccentricity of Richardson. Yet Gambon is an absolute original. Ayckbourn, who directed him in all three plays at the National in the 1986-87 season, said, ‘Working with him is like having some wonderful, limitless machine, like a Lamborghini, at your disposal as director and writer.’ That was a precise image, especially considering Gambon’s own nonacademic background in industry. An unprepossessing working-class man, he left school at 15, signed on as an apprentice engineer and later entered the theatre without any formal training as an actor. Somehow, through talent, determination, and – he would say – luck, he arrived at his position of eminence.


Gambon learned on the job, at first in amateur theatre, and, at 23, as a member – a very lowly member – of Olivier’s original National Theatre company at the Old Vic (from 1963 to 1967). In those early days at the National, Gambon played the smallest of roles, but took advantage of being part of the company. With his mates, he studied Olivier closely, trying to understand what made him a great actor. Reaching for guidelines, they found symbols. Noticing that Olivier habitually wore a copper band around his wrist, ostensibly to ward off rheumatism, the younger actors began wearing identical copper bands. To this day, Gambon wears a huge, blockish ring on his little finger, like those worn by Gielgud and Paul Scofield. Amulets and heirlooms can enrich an actor’s feeling of consanguinity – the sense that what he does occurs in a grand context.


Increasingly, actors train for the theatre as they might train for professions like law or medicine. Annually, young men and women march out of Oxford and Cambridge, the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA) and London’s Central School of Speech and Drama and make their mark in the theatre. Often they go to work in companies run by other graduates of Oxford and Cambridge


Gambon’s Cambridge was the Vickers Armstrong factory in Kent, and his RADA was amateur theatre in North London. He had less than a high-school education and no knowledge of theatre as either literature or performance. When he first appeared in classics, he had neither read nor seen the plays in which he was performing. That remained true even as he graduated to larger roles. There are still enormous gaps in his background. He does not often read plays, including Shakespeare, except when he is offered a role in one. In a field that encourages feelings of self-importance and narcissism, he is resolutely down-to-earth. It might be said that Gambon is a rude mechanical, like Bottom the weaver or Snug the joiner, but one who became a great actor.


Michael John Gambon was born in Dublin on 19 October 1940, the first of three children in the family of Edward and Mary Gambon. Nowhere in the family tree is there anyone remotely resembling an artist. The Gambons were definably working class. At the beginning of the Second World War, Edward Gambon moved to London to look for work. During the war, he was a reserve policeman. In 1945, his family joined him in London, and he took a job in a factory. The Gambons settled in Camden Town, in North London. There was never a thought of Michael having a higher education, and, in any case, his grades would probably not have allowed him to attend a university. In 1955, living with his parents near Crayford in North Kent, he left school and took a job sweeping floors and serving tea in a factory that made radio and television sets. Soon he moved to a nearby tool-and-die works, to which he was attracted because the employees wore white coats. Then, after passing a qualifying examination, he shifted to Vickers Armstrong, which made everything from shotguns to sewing machines; he signed indentures to begin a five-year apprenticeship leading to a job as a tool-and-die maker. By then, he was 16 – and he loved the work.


One day, he walked past the Erith Playhouse, an amateur theatre near his home, and noticed a sign that read ‘Backstage Help Required.’ He was drawn through the door, and volunteered to work as a set builder, without pay. Because of his mechanical aptitude, the work came easily. He had never gone to a play, although he thought that the theatre might be vaguely related to the James Dean movies he saw at his local cinema. He drifted from carpentry into acting. His first bit part was in a forgotten one-act play called Orange Blossom. To his astonishment, he liked being onstage. ‘I went varoom!’ he recalls. ‘I thought, Jesus, this is for me. I want to be an actor.’ In theatre, he also found a sense of family.


In 1957, looking for theatrical work, he came across an advertisement in a theatre magazine. The ad, placed by the long-established, left-wing Unity Theatre in North London, read, ‘Actors and actresses always required for near-professional productions.’ He remembered that when he was six years old he had played in the street outside the Unity. After joining the company, Gambon once again moved from set construction to acting. Throughout his teens, he worked a double shift – in the factory in Kent by day and in amateur theatricals in London by night. The factory workers who knew about his moonlighting scoffed. They thought acting was sissy.


He began to think that theatre might become at least a near-profession, and in 1962 sent a number of letters applying for employment. One of the applications went to Hilton Edwards and Micheál MacLiammóir, the celebrated actor-managers of the Gate Theatre in Dublin. Gambon invented a résumé, moving his amateur roles into the professional category and making up others. After Edwards agreed to a meeting, Gambon flew to Dublin. Asked what roles he had played recently, he quickly answered, Marchbanks in Candida in the West End. Apologising for not being able to offer him any good parts, Edwards asked him if he would play the Second Gentleman of Cyprus in Othello. This struck Gambon as an insignificant offer to someone who had just played Marchbanks in the West End, but, having never played Marchbanks and having never been near the West End, he did not hesitate to accept the offer.


Following the Dublin engagement and a brief European tour with the Irish company, the Second Gentleman of Cyprus returned to London and began actively pursuing his new career while keeping half a hand in his old one. He was an understudy in Spike Milligan’s absurdist comedy, The Bedsitting Room at the Duke of York’s Theatre. When the actor whom Gambon understudied wanted to take a night off, he paid Gambon a pound to go on in his place. In January of 1963, at the age of 22, Gambon faced his first West End audience, standing on the top of a stepladder, wearing army boots, a string vest and a Nazi helmet, and singing ‘When I Was a Young Man, My Vest Was Always Dirty.’


To broaden his opportunities, Gambon enrolled in an improvisational acting class run by William Gaskill and George Devine at the Royal Court. When Gaskill moved to the Old Vic as an associate director later that year, he was instrumental in getting Gambon an audition with Olivier, who was gathering actors for the first National Theatre company. Gambon’s story of his audition, which is recounted in one of the conversations in this book, is one of his (and my) favourites, and, as with all such tales, he is fond of embroidering it for dramatic effect. But, having been accepted for the new National, Gambon seemed stalemated, and Olivier suggested that he would find greater opportunity in a provincial repertory company like the Birmingham Rep where, 40 years earlier, Olivier had served his own apprenticeship. Olivier telephoned Birmingham. With Olivier’s recommendation, Gambon was accepted, and almost immediately began playing larger roles. Then came an event that changed the course of his career – the first time he took advantage of a demanding assignment and was seen by those best able to help him.


It was 1968, and as the climax of the season he played the title role in Othello. Iago was played by Brian Cox, a Scotsman six years his junior. Cox was being considered for the leading role in a new BBC adventure series called The Borderers, and had been telling Gambon so for months. One day Cox informed Gambon that The Borderers people would be at that evening’s performance. In a sudden twist of fate, the producers offered the television role not to Cox but to Gambon. After finishing the season in Birmingham, Gambon swung into The Borderers, learned to ride a horse and changed his billing from Mike Gambon to the more formal Michael Gambon. The Borderers became a popular series. In 1970 he began a season with the Royal Shakespeare Company and then played a Member of Parliament in a second TV series, The Challengers. Another actor in that series, Eric Thompson, was moving into directing. Casting The Norman Conquests, a new Alan Ayckbourn trilogy, he enlisted Gambon to play the role of Tom, the vet. That proved to be the first of several breakthroughs: Simon Gray’s Otherwise Engaged, and onward to Galileo, King Lear and Antony and Cleopatra – and, of course, The Singing Detective.


The role in The Singing Detective called for Gambon to be immobilised much of the time in a hospital bed suffering from a severe skin condition. For such a highly physical actor, that might seem to impose restraint. The opposite turned out to be true. He was forced to use other resources. ‘His face was a battlefield in that bed,’ said the author, Dennis Potter. ‘He used his eyes in the most amazing fashion.’ From behind his ravaged mask of a face, his eyes and his voice spoke with authority as a man afflicted but who is carrying on with a clownish spirit.


Potter observed, ‘When he was in maximum make-up, with all the sores and lesions on his face, he wouldn’t eat with the rest of the cast and crew in the hospital dining room. It was as though he actually had the disease and didn’t like being seen like that.’ Potter credited Gambon with a lack of self-consciousness in performance, in contrast to other English actors. ‘They seem as if they were a micro-millimetre away from themselves, looking at themselves,’ he said. ‘He’s a very un-actory actor. He’s also a very shy man. You wouldn’t be surprised to encounter him in a Dickens novel, wearing patent-leather shoes and sitting on a high stool, and yet doing amazing things when he locks the office door. There’s something of that that comes out in his acting.’


In performance, he is more than a chameleon. There is something chimerical about his role-playing. Just as his face is an empty canvas ready to be filled with expressiveness, his body seems to alter its shape in performance. Although by his own description he is ‘a big-boned bloke,’ he seemed small when he played a timid soul in Ayckbourn’s Man of the Moment. Yet as Eddie Carbone he was a titan striding the waterfront. In The Singing Detective, as the psoriasis-ravaged Philip Marlow, in dream sequences he leaves his hospital bed to become a dashing and dapper singer. And as Lear he seemed physically to shrink into old age. Trying to explain this immense malleability, Peter Hall said, ‘He seems to be able to turn his sense of physical bulk on and off at will. He is like those great actors of France and Germany who are marinated in every kind of classical role and seem able to do anything . . . Fate gave him genius, but he uses it as a craftsman. He can switch off different areas of his personality and remake himself. Most actors bring the part to themselves. In some curious way, Michael takes himself to the part.’


That is, I think, an important clue to Gambon’s art. Where other actors might try to disguise the faults of a character, he accepts them as integral traits. And he demonstrated as Galileo that he is one of those rare actors who are capable of personifying creativity. It would be easy – and accurate – to say that he is a natural, but there is more to his acting than that. Despite a lack of intellectualism, he has a probing mind, the keenest powers of observation, and the integrity of an Old Master portraitist. He feels his way into a role and then takes an imaginative leap into another man’s psyche. Like Richardson, he subscribes to the theory that acting is ‘like being in a dream.’


When Gambon arrives for rehearsal, he is unencumbered by the excess baggage of memories drawn from life. Instead, he has a sense of selective recall. Ideas and images ‘cook inside’ him. Describing Gambon’s process, John Dexter once said, ‘Until he has solved all the practical problems – how to move, how to speak, whether to turn on the right foot or the left – that volcano of poetry can’t erupt.’


Gambon’s characterisations evolve slowly. Ayckbourn said that the first reading of A Chorus of Disapproval was ‘the worst I’ve ever had in a play of mine,’ and added, ‘Michael reversed or inverted every line and read in a sort of Irish-Indian accent, which was the nearest he got to Welsh at that point.’ When Gambon finally worked his way into the role, it was a bravura comic performance.


In Ayckbourn’s Man of the Moment, Gambon played Douglas Beechey, a mild-mannered bank clerk who rose to an act of heroism by disarming a thief during a robbery and was then subjected to manipulation by the media. The robber served a prison sentence, but on his release became a famous author and television celebrity, while the heroic bank clerk faded into obscurity. After 17 years, the two are brought together for a television reunion. Gambon could have played either role but chose Douglas. He was marvellous as the character, playing him with a sweet sincerity that made one think of Chaplin, or of Alec Guinness in his early movies. For his role, Gambon won an Olivier Award as best actor in a comedy, one of a series of award-winning performances. The day after I saw Man of the Moment, I met Gambon for the first time, and we began talking about acting and about actors.


In personal and practical terms, his work is ‘a compulsion’. He once said to me, ‘I don’t really like it. I have to do it.’ And he added, ‘Fundamentally, acting is a deep process of showing off in front of a thousand people, dressing up in costumes and saying, “Look at me.” Actors are show-offs, bigheaded bastards, egomaniacs. I can’t think of any other reason they act. Can you?’ When I suggested that actors were interpretative artists, he laughed loudly and said, ‘Well, yeah, but they’re still bigheaded bastards.’ I drew a parallel between actors and musicians, mentioning Arthur Rubinstein as an exemplar of the interpretative artist, and Gambon suddenly became assertive about what he considers to be the most important difference. ‘It didn’t matter what Rubinstein looked like,’ he said. ‘He had a piano, which is a solid thing – and this great skill. He was lucky. Actors just have this.’ He pointed at himself. ‘And it’s fuck-all they can do about it.’


In a crowd, he might be the last person you would identify as an actor. As Dennis Potter said, ‘He’s a bit like an old pair of shoes.’ Once, when he was rehearsing a television play, Gambon drove to the studio and had trouble finding a parking space. A man who seemed to be in charge of the car park at the studio directed him to a space and said that he would take care of him from that day on. Gambon accepted this as one of the perks of celebrity. The last day of rehearsals, he got out of his car and snapped the script of the play down on the roof. The man asked him what that was. He said, ‘The script of the play we’re rehearsing.’ ‘The play?’, the man said in astonishment. ‘Are you an actor? I thought you were the fucking maintenance man.’


No wonder that when Gambon went to Buckingham Palace to be made a Commander of the Empire in 1990, Queen Elizabeth whispered to her equerry before the investiture, ‘What’s it for?’ The aide whispered back, ‘Acting.’ A decade later when Prince Charles knighted him and Gambon joined the august company of Sirs, there was no doubt about his profession. Charles knew who he was. He had seen him perform and his movie roles had brought him a wider audience. Still, he cherishes anonymity and is not always recognised in public. And when he goes to meetings and conventions with other gunsmiths and gun collectors, he is just another bloke. Well, almost.


Though he is six-feet tall, he seems larger; he has a barrel chest and a tendency to put on weight. Because his hair is thin and receding, his face seems quite broad. He often wears a moustache, of varying dimensions and styles, and sometimes a full beard. His eyes, which are grey, are heavy-lidded; in repose, he can look faintly Oriental. To those who know him well or watch him closely, his most notable features are his long arms and large hands. He has long, tapered fingers that look as if they had been sculptured in ivory. He uses his hands gracefully, whether he is lighting a cigarette, duelling in a stage battle, or engraving the handle of an antique weapon. One of his special talents is ‘finger-walking’. His fingers become the equivalent of hand puppets, marching across a pub table – traditionally at the Dirty Duck in Stratford – swaggering, stumbling, collapsing, depending on which actor he is mimicking.


Searching for ways to describe Gambon in performance, critics have reached for animal imagery, comparing him to a lion, a bear, a gorilla, and, in one bizarre instance, a giant sea anemone. Amenable even to the anemone, Gambon supposed that that was a reference to his long arms. His feet are also large. One is size 12, the other twelve and a half; both are narrow and impossible to fit. In London, he generally has his shoes handmade by a bootmaker. ‘If you looked at him walking along the street, at first glimpse you would think he had a couple of pounds of lead weight in his feet,’ Potter said. ‘Yet there’s this nimbleness, and an incredible lightness.’ Gambon moves with a long, loping walk that leads him, when he is climbing stairs, to take two steps at a time. His hands and his feet become essential aspects of his performance. He says that if he had been born again, he would have been a ballet dancer – and one feels the glimmer of truth behind the desire.


The cliché about English actors – that they are all head and no heart – is belied by Gambon: he projects a rugged masculinity and intensity. In his acting style, he is a bridge between England and the United States. As has been said about Marlon Brando, he is unpredictable in performance, bringing with him a sense of surprise and even of danger. One never knows what he might do next, in either comedy or tragedy. Adrian Noble, who directed him in both King Lear and Antony and Cleopatra, compares him to Edmund Kean, as in Coleridge’s famous description: ‘To see him act is like reading Shakespeare by flashes of lightning.’


There is, of course, another, antic side to Gambon. He can be a cut-up, a clown and a corpser breaking up other actors onstage. He loves to laugh and is a great practical joker, and there are many examples of his outrageous humour throughout this book. Despite his reputation for reserve and his dislike of interviews, he is an expansive talker and anecdotalist. Our conversations are filled with long stories about the actor’s life and with his laughter at remembered moments of tomfoolery. As his fellow actors know, he is also great company, and in the British tradition, he is a spinner of tales and a dispenser – and inventor? – of yarns about the theatre. As he freely confesses, when it comes to telling stories, he instinctively elaborates. He is certainly a self-dramatiser. Legends have grown up around him, even more than with Richardson (his eccentricities) or Gielgud (his ‘bricks’). In several cases, variant, even contradictory, versions of Gambon stories appear in this book. Which is true? That’s for him to know and for us to enjoy.


Onstage, he has a low boredom level. He quickly tires of playing the same role, and he is known for varying his performances, which is why theatregoers are always encouraged to see him early in the run of a play. He does not like long runs, and in recent years has managed to avoid them. Because of Gambon’s behaviour in performance, he has had problems with some directors, who feel that he is undisciplined. He is disciplined, but he is always looking for ways to interest and amuse himself. Deborah Warner says it is the responsibility of the director to keep him interested (but what happens when the director is away?). He owns up to this failing, but there is something unnatural about being expected to repeat a performance over and over again. Gambon does not repeat himself, and some of his alterations – according to mood, accident or audience reaction – are not observable. They are known to him and perhaps to no-one else.


Despite his apparent lightheartedness, he takes acting very seriously, as he does his other activities, beginning with his work as a gunsmith, in which he can refine a problem to a millionth of an inch. He is concerned that mechanical engineering is a lost art and he is a firm believer in the necessity of man being able to control his environment and to repair the instruments in his daily life. He wears a non-digital watch, and can fix watches as well as cars. His dream project is to create an entire pre-computer precision workshop, a kind of private museum of the way things worked in the 1950s. One could certainly draw a parallel between his mechanical inventiveness and his brilliance as an actor.


Everything in his life is self-made. Onstage, he is a master of the specific move or gesture, yet always retains a sense of the broad picture. Repeatedly he says that he has little to say about acting, and less to say about how he acts. He could not imagine himself teaching acting, except perhaps by example. In the middle of an attempt at analysis, he will stop and apologise and declare that what he is saying is made up on the spur of the moment. Actually he knows a great deal about acting and about the geneology of actors. In his own way, he is a kind of historian of his profession: if only he could have studied Kean and Macready as he did Olivier. It is fascinating to hear him talk about acting, how he can stand back and visualise how he will look onstage in juxtaposition to the other actors. Although he acts with his intuition, he is also a finely detailed craftsman and he has eloquent command of his body and voice. Despite his protestations, he knows exactly what he does onstage.


Previous books in this series have consisted of my conversations with playwrights (Harold Pinter, Tom Stoppard, Samuel Beckett and Arthur Miller), three of whom – Stoppard is the exception – have provided Gambon with some of his most challenging roles. Admittedly, the actor’s art is more nebulous and more difficult to characterise, especially for someone who is self-taught like Gambon. The key to him is, of course, in his acting. I have seen almost all his major performances in London and at Stratford-upon-Avon. With the exception of several television roles – most notably, of course, in The Singing Detective – his best performances have been on the stage.


As Gambon’s career continued to flourish, I wrote a profile about him for the New Yorker magazine. Under the title ‘The Complete Actor,’ it appeared in the issue of 28 January 1991. In the years that followed, we have met frequently in London and in New York, often informally for lunch or dinner. During this time, he has expanded his repertoire in roles as varied as the wealthy restaurateur in Hare’s Skylight, the seedy, manipulative Davies in a revival of Pinter’s The Caretaker, and as the self-centered but regretful father who has cloned his son in Caryl Churchill’s A Number. Ralph Richardson was right: he is The Great Gambon.


MEL GUSSOW


January 2004




12 June 1990


‘Actors and actresses always required for near-professional productions’


advertisement in a London theatre magazine


I had written to Larry Dalzell, Michael Gambon’s agent, telling him that I wanted to write a profile of Gambon for the New Yorker, and the actor had agreed to spend as much time with me as possible over a period of two weeks. At the time, he was appearing in the West End in Alan Ayckbourn’s Man of the Moment, and our conversations would be slotted in between performances. We met for the first time in Dalzell’s office in Covent Garden. Gambon was wearing his banker’s suit – blue, double-breasted – and a red tie (and white socks). Keeping in English character, he was carrying an umbrella. We walked briskly to the Frère Jacques restaurant. As we talked at lunch, he seemed as eager to please as Douglas Beechey, his character, an accidental hero, in Man of the Moment. That summer he was doing a double-header of plays at Ayckbourn’s theatre in Scarborough: Othello and a revival of Ayckbourn’s Taking Steps. It was immediately evident that he was a good storyteller but did not feel comfortable offering theories or analyses of acting. He began with an apology.


GAMBON: I’ve always had a reluctance to talk about acting. My acting is just instinctive. Quite simply, I read a play a lot. I have to find out what the man looks like, and what he’s wearing – and then everything else seems to fit into place. I’m not saying it’s not work, but I don’t overcomplicate things, and I don’t do research.


MG: Olivier often said that he began preparing for a role with a nose and an accent. It was very important to him to know the look and the sound of his characters. Do you go through any similar process?


GAMBON: I just say what the author wrote and put my own thing on top of it. I’m thinking about Othello now. I’m totally obsessed with what he looks like. Should he have a shaved head? I’ve got to play this terribly difficult part and here I am worried about this, but it’s important to know what this man looks like. I’ve been thinking about exotic things: should he wear a ponytail, which he would flick when he went berserk?


MG: Is hair more important to you than other aspects of a character’s appearance?


GAMBON: No, but Othello’s hair worries me because he’s a black man. I have to make up black or brown or whatever. As I have little hair myself, I think, does he wear a wig? You can’t get away with a wig in a tiny theatre. So what do I do? You know, Alan Ayckbourn doesn’t want much acting in his play. I know that’s a strange thing to say, but he said it to me last night. He doesn’t want an actor making comments on the character he’s playing by adding things of his own. He wants a purity of the play. That’s very difficult to achieve. When we were rehearsing, it was quite easy to do. It’s just in the long run, after three months, if the play begins to slide, all sorts of things start to be introduced. The difficulty is being truthful without pleading for laughs or doing funny business. It’s a matter of taste and discretion. On matinees I usually hook up my trousers a bit to have a funnier walk. He told me last night not to do that. He said, ‘That gesture is too expansive. He’s not an expansive man.’


MG: The last performance of yours that I saw before this was in the movie, The Cook, the Thief, His Wife and Her Lover, which is the other side of the planet.


GAMBON: Grotesque. That was good fun.


MG: More fun than this?


GAMBON: Yes, because you could do what you liked. You can’t do what you like in this play. You can’t just play around with it, because the whole thing would collapse. Ayckbourn’s plays are built like clocks. They’re very precise and if anyone goes away on a limb, the play shakes, whereas in The Cook, the Thief, Peter Greenaway [the director] let us do what we wanted to do. When that gang of murderers was around that table, we were throwing food. There wasn’t any reverence for the text.


MG: And for an actor, that’s a relief?


GAMBON: It’s just fun, yes, it’s fun playing big villains like that. It’s like being a child really. It was like letting a bunch of 12-year-olds play because that’s what we turned into – anarchy.


MG: How much are your performances self-directed?


GAMBON: I usually find my own way through things.


MG: But you’ve worked with some very strong directors: John Dexter, Adrian Noble.


GAMBON: I’ve always felt uneasy with directors and I regard them, with the exception of Alan, maybe as enemies. I’m rather frightened of them. I was always frightened of John Dexter. He was quite a formidable man, so you always worked to please him in case he shouted at you. But I quite like being pushed into a corner like John used to do. He would drive you through the play, make you work. I like working with Alan because I put the father figure on him.


MG: He’s not much older than you are. But he’s the father and you’re the son?


GAMBON: Yes. I don’t think he’d like to hear me say that.


MG: From the first, you’ve been able to play characters older than yourself.


GAMBON: I suppose that’s because I’ve got a deep voice and I’m rather heavy, so I tend to endow things with more weight, which makes me look older. But most of the parts I’ve played in the past 10 years – apart from King Lear – have been about my own age. I make them look a bit older, maybe. I’ve never played ‘juve’ parts, except in my first big TV series in the late ’60s.


MG: Years ago when I talked to Olivier, he took credit for discovering you, saying that you were one of his ‘old boys’ at the Old Vic, adding that you had become ‘a very important actor.’
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