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‘Of those whose business it is to imitate humanity in general and who do it sometimes admirably, sometimes abominably, some record is due to the world; but the player’s art is one that perishes with him, and leaves no traces of itself but in the faint descriptions of the pen.’

William Hazlitt

‘You have to have been desperately unhappy before you can play comedy, so that nothing can frighten you any more. And you can’t do tragedy before you know absolute happiness, because having known that you are safe.’

Edith Evans






PREVIEW

In the Company of a Secret Star

‘I saw that Mary Smith in Maggie, Maggie . . .’ The play was really called Mary, Mary, and Maggie Smith liked the chance, overheard remark because it jumbled up her identity with that of a character who never existed. Actors use and subsume their personalities in the identities of figments. They want both to hide behind someone else and to show off. By moulding imaginary characters to their own physical reality, they unwittingly reveal themselves, or a small part of themselves. And yet, with Maggie Smith, the mystery remains. She is, for starters, very funny. But, like the greatest of vaudevillians, she believes that she only properly exists in the spotlight. What she thinks of the world – ghastly and depressing, on the whole – she believes is of no interest to anyone else. She is brilliant, and she can be demanding. But she is not grand, and she is not boring. At work, she is obsessive. She looks at all people, all vanities and all enterprises, with a mocking sense of disquiet and disbelief. Her fear and astonishment at the world, allied to her instinctive technical talent, and her innate intelligence, have made her a great stage actress in both comedy and tragedy, and an international film star.

She has gone from revue to West End stardom, from the Old Vic before the advent of the National Theatre, to distinction as a founder member of Sir Laurence Olivier’s first National Theatre company. She has won two Academy Awards, five Evening Standard best actress awards and, in recent years, achieved phenomenal worldwide success in the Harry Potter films and Downton Abbey. She was married for eight years to the vagabond actor Robert Stephens and had two sons with him. She disappeared from Britain for five years to lead the classical company at Stratford, Ontario, and to make films in Los Angeles. Her

background is ordinary, her talent exceptional. Maggie Smith, even to those who know her best, is not only a mystery, but also an enigma.

‘A star is someone with that little bit extra,’ said Noël Coward, but the definition crumbles when you try to define ‘bit extra’. An audience knows a star when it sees one. On screen, the cliché is that the camera loves a star. In the theatre, certain basic qualities of stardom are quantifiable: total audibility, eye contact throughout the house, animal magnetism, the precise ability to convey the process of thought, and physical allure, even with the back turned on the audience. In Maggie’s case, the very pronunciation of her name stirs expectation and raises the spirits. As the journalist Bernard Levin once said, ‘There’s a glow around her, on stage and off, and everybody knows about that glow. It’s real.’ And yet, of all palpable stars, she is the last to place a boorish insistence on her status. Some big stars, such as Vanessa Redgrave and Helen Mirren, are perfectly charming and approachable people, but even in those two cases, the portcullis will descend at moments of crisis: they become elevated and remote. Maggie is unusual in that she behaves at all times as if she has no power or status whatsoever. On the night of her second son Toby’s professional stage début in Tartuffe in 1991 at the Playhouse in Charing Cross, she stood unostentatiously in the foyer sipping a glass of champagne with screenwriter Beverley Cross, her second husband, impervious to the first-night throng and totally unrecognised. At the same time, Maggie-watchers knew that the ‘Do Not Disturb’ signs were up.

Paradoxically for a show-off, Maggie Smith chisels away at her work with the monastic dedication of the instinctive recluse. In a golden age of British acting, she is distinctly quiet and ‘invisible’, even compared to such leading peers as Vanessa Redgrave, who is three years younger, and Judi Dench, who is just three weeks (nineteen days) older. She rarely appears on television as ‘herself’, gives very infrequent, guarded interviews to the press, lends her name to no causes (well, very few: the Oxford Playhouse, her ‘alma mater’ is one), her signature to no petitions, her prestige to no boards of directors. Life is difficult enough without the hassle of good works and deeds. And the pettiness of the theatre, the rapacity of the film companies and the vanity of acting,

you feel, are phenomena Maggie just lives with as the price she pays for the demon within.

The stage director Peter Wood, who has known her all her working life, says that ‘psychological shingles is what she’s got, an inflammation of the personality ends’. The Oscar-winning costume designer Anthony Powell is reminded of ‘flayed anatomy, with those missing layers of skin, stripped away to show the formature of muscles and bones. She is more scared of being touched and hurt than anyone I know.’ The stage offers security in spite of all its dangers. In the theatre, Maggie forfeits her individuality in a curious distillation of her personality, and at last knows who she is, what she should wear and to whom she must speak. Off stage, she is beset with confusion and indifference on all these points.

Or at least, that is the appearance. ‘Dealing with her gift’ is the spine of her life, according to the actor Brian Bedford, one of her favourite leading men, and nothing much else interferes with that task. She worries endlessly at a text, like a dog at a bone, not to find a new laugh, nor to perfect a new trick, but to make a line, a passage and then the whole play, come alive again. She is renowned for never ceasing to dig and delve in her texts. In rehearsals, she will habitually withdraw from the company coffee break and be found poring over the script at the back of the room. Even on the last night of a run she will sit in her dressing room transfixed over her script, puzzling out what else it might contain. The director William Gaskill, who worked with her in the early days at the National, and is one of her most trusted colleagues, says that Laurence Olivier would arrive at rehearsal with his performance intact, deliver it like a gift and adjust it thereafter if necessary. ‘Maggie never has anything finished before she starts,’ he says, ‘which is why rehearsing with her is so exciting.’ And unlike many actors half her age, she still practises her scales and arpeggios. ‘Red lorry, yellow lorry’ is a drama student’s articulation exercise (repeated, fast, ad infinitum) she has never stopped using, like a trusty old toothbrush. She is fanatical about not putting on weight. She trains like a dancer.

Any attempt to ‘place’ Maggie in the annals of British acting is bound to consider her alongside Judi Dench and Vanessa Redgrave. These two were left to contest the crown of Peggy Ashcroft when

Glenda Jackson departed the scene to pursue a life in politics as a Labour MP. Dench and Redgrave are, in a way, the Gladys Cooper and Sybil Thorndike of our day, while Maggie is certainly the Edith Evans. She has had notable success in many of Edith Evans’s roles – Millamant, Mrs Sullen, Rosalind, Cleopatra, Judith Bliss – and is the nearest we come to the idea of the chastely intelligent Anne Bracegirdle, for whom Congreve wrote his most famous female roles. Dame Edith’s background, like Maggie’s, had not a whiff of theatrical tradition; she was the only child of a minor civil servant in the Post Office and her mother, in Bryan Forbes’s phrase, ‘set great store by the proprieties’, as did Maggie’s. Her talent was instinctive, imaginative and untrained, and she had a way of finding words such as ‘basin’ inherently funny. Like Maggie, she never had to brazen it out in the provinces: ‘God was very good to me,’ she once said. ‘He never let me go on tour.’

Evans knew Bernard Shaw – she was his Lady Utterword in Heartbreak House, his Serpent in Back to Methuselah, his Orinthia in The Apple Cart and, after a protracted scuffle, his Epifania Fitzfassenden in The Millionairess, a role Maggie played so deliciously on television – but was not all that devoted: ‘He kissed me once. But I derived no benefit from it.’ Nothing was allowed to interfere with her theatre work, which amounted to sixty glorious, uninterrupted years after she had been discovered as Cressida in Streatham Town Hall by William Poel. She had no children and was loyally supported by a self-sacrificing husband whom she knew from her teens, and whom she married in 1925 and hardly ever saw, as he worked abroad for British Controlled Oilfields. Like Maggie, Edith Evans was intensely private off stage. She had no real interest in the material world and no ambition in conventional show business terms. And she first went to the Old Vic as a West End star. Unlike Maggie, she wasn’t innately funny or clownish, she did hardly any revue, made few films until much later in life (‘I don’t think I have a film face; it moves about too much,’ she once told reporters) and wrote quite a lot of letters.

Maggie could wrest Millamant and Mrs Sullen from Edith Evans because the performances were a fading memory among critics and audiences. But Evans’s Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest, with its almost self-parodying haughtiness and deadly swoop on ‘a hand-bag’, bedevils any actress, thanks to its notoriety from the

1952 Anthony Asquith movie. Maggie herself used to do impressions of these intonations in her revue days. When Judi Dench played Lady Bracknell at the National Theatre in 1982, she brilliantly side-stepped all comparisons by portraying the tension and melancholy of a much younger dowager, non-stentorian and with the bloom still on, whose husband, dining alone with his meals on trays, was a considerable brake on her social and indeed sexual potential. Her success in the role did not obliterate Edith Evans; nor, to be fair, did Maggie herself when she finally delivered her surprisingly girlish and touchingly vulnerable Lady Bracknell in Nicholas Hytner’s revival of the play at the Aldwych in 1993, the start of their significant collaboration together.

But both performances were pretty good swipes at reclaiming the role from old-fashioned, gorgonesque eccentricity. And Dench has also had her mould-breaking Royal Shakespeare Company triumphs as Hermione/Perdita in The Winter’s Tale, and as Viola, Portia, the Duchess of Malfi, Beatrice, Lady Macbeth and Imogen in Cymbeline. She followed her Lady Bracknell at the NT with an equally unexpected, and equally memorable, Cleopatra. Any competition Maggie mustered at that time was confined to Canada, so that the impression, in Britain at least, was that Judi Dench had become our leading tragedienne. The release of feeling, a sort of glorious shiver with an instantly recognisable crack in her voice, characterises all these Dench performances. The renewed monstrosity of Bracknell she left to Maggie to accomplish when she got round to her second Aunt Augusta in Travels with My Aunt (Lady Bracknell’s Christian name was adopted by Graham Greene for his nomadic gorgon); you could say that she ducked the challenge. Dench generously concedes, though, that it is Maggie’s extraordinary way of looking at the world that marks her out, her delightful sense of the absurd: ‘She does things in such a daring way that she leaves me standing. She also leaves me laughing.’

Everyone loves Judi Dench, just as everyone loved Ellen Terry. But her drive is of a different calibre to Maggie’s, less gnawing, less obsessive. John Moffatt, who was in that first Old Vic company with both ‘Jude and Mags’ said that Maggie, like Paul Scofield, is possessed by a demanding and driving genius, but that she also skirmishes in the realms of camp by inhabiting a world that is peculiarly her own, rather as the revue star Beatrice Lillie did. Maggie loves a line of Bea

Lillie’s, said of a hopeless case leaving the stage: ‘She’ll never find the kitchen, she’s that moody.’ And, as Maggie’s performances are often a series of elaborately contrived masks that proceed to disintegrate, she further arouses interest in what she might really be like under the skin. As the director Peter Hall says, ‘When the public sees Maggie Smith in a play, the public becomes voraciously interested in what kind of person Maggie Smith is.’ There are various points of similarity between Maggie and Judi Dench, but that is not one of them. Judi Dench is known to be a cosy, comfy creature with good manners, good breeding and a pronounced liability to burst into giggles and gales of laughter. Everything is more dangerous, acidulous and beadily observed with Maggie.

This is not a value judgement on their respective talents. But Maggie, especially in comedy, presents the role, while Dench puts herself in its centre and works outwards, negotiating the limits of her own characterisation at the same time as she meets the rest of the actors and the surrounding production. This method leads, not all that surprisingly, to the occasional aberration in the costume and wig departments, where Dench is often reprehensibly careless. Maggie never makes such mistakes. With Vanessa Redgrave, the contrast is even greater, and has been well made by Simon Callow. ‘To work with Maggie and then with Vanessa,’ says Callow, speaking from experience, ‘is to go from alpha to omega. They are the Gielgud and the Olivier in the sense that they represent absolute opposites. Vanessa inhabits poetic states and becomes infused with them; but what they are, and where they come from, is entirely mysterious. Maggie, on the other hand, is interested in a particular truth at every moment, and she goes at it like a forensic scientist. She never stops. Vanessa is so much more intuitive, and random; she throws a casual light over something, and because nobody’s ever had such a strong beam before, you see all kinds of things reflected.’

Callow believes that Maggie, like Olivier, finds a kind of sanity only in technical craft: ‘They are both tremendously needful personalities who don’t go into “acting” at all, and must externalise what they do. But if it were only that, you wouldn’t be interested in them. Maggie plucks at the script and says, “What am I supposed to do – I mean – I mean, you say – I mean, it’s supposed to be funny.” Then you say, “It’s

supposed to be funny,” and she will press a button and go into comic mode, and what you have written or translated becomes like Congreve. For Vanessa, you have to create a whole imaginative framework, which takes about five hours to get across. You can’t just say, “This woman hates men.” Once Vanessa finally takes such an idea into her imaginative world, she takes it on completely. But one idea, put simply to Maggie, can instantly go through her whole performance. She is ecstatic at such moments and becomes the most beautiful, physical and most alive woman you have ever seen in your life.’

The hands, the gestures, what the director Robin Phillips, with whom she spent those seasons at the Stratford, Ontario, festival in Canada, once called ‘those witty, witty elbows’, the quizzical tilt of head, all are part of a technical mechanism whose inner working remains a mystery. Her friend and fellow actor Alec McCowen says that with most actors he can see how the wheels go round. With Maggie, he can’t. Others have puzzled for years over her way of making a line, or a word, sit up and bop an audience on the nose. She once complimented the Irish actor Joseph Maher for ‘never answering last night’s question,’ by which she meant that he played off exactly what came to him from the other actors. Maher confessed that he thought that was what actors were supposed to do. ‘You find me five people who can,’ Maggie snapped back. Maher also notes the insertion of an intake of breath, even a tiny ‘d’you know’, as a missing beat in a line that might not otherwise stand up and be funny. This is a good example of a purely instinctive technical gift, and only used very sparingly. Nicholas Pennell, who acted in Canada with Maggie, also thought long and hard about this trick, and reckons it is a way of ensuring that the line sounds as if it is being spoken for the very first time. Little repetitions come into it, too, sometimes almost imperceptibly. Pennell has heard a particular phrase repeated, very quickly, not to reiterate meaning, but to cancel it, so that attention is engaged by starting on an entirely different tack.

The American film critic Pauline Kael said of Diane Keaton in Woody Allen’s Annie Hall that she raised anxiety to an art form. The phrase has often been reapplied to Maggie Smith as a way of dealing with that peculiar tetchiness and angularity, as well as the speed of thought and motion, which is her ineradicable trademark.

Because of her concentration and intellect, the fluffiness of her acting never curdles, though detractors sometimes complain of emotion that is entirely self-generated or mannerisms that are over-familiar. Maggie’s reaction is to shrug sympathetically and mutter that she can’t help being lumbered with her own deficiencies, as she adopts yet another gloomy view of the perennially hostile world. She uses her moods of depression to reactivate her determination to work out the best way of doing the next line, the next scene, the next play, the next film. Another profound aspect of her mystery is the fact that so much is buried and bottled up inside. As Angela Fox, mother of Edward, James and Robert, once said, ‘You couldn’t act like Maggie unless you’d known deep personal emotion. Vanessa’s the same.’

Few actors come wittier than Maggie Smith. It is not so much that she deals in polished, highly quotable aphorisms, as did Mrs Patrick Campbell, say, or Coral Browne. With Maggie, it is her slightly jaundiced and highly critical way of looking at the world that both makes her funny and characterises her acting. She cannot help being funny. Harold Clurman once said she thinks funny. She enjoys nothing more, when in the mood, than a good calumniating gossip. ‘Laying people out to filth,’ she used to call it when opening the file on friends and foes with her sons’ nanny Christine Miller. The waspishness of her nicknames for colleagues is invariably tinged with a precise germ of observation. Thus, Michael Blakemore is either ‘the wily Aussie’ or ‘Crocodile Blakemore’; Vanessa Redgrave ‘the red snapper’; Patrick Mower, who played opposite her in London in Tom Stoppard’s Night and Day, ‘the lawn-mower’, with a drawling emphasis on the ‘lawn’; Peter Shaffer, ‘Ruby’; Brian Bedford simply ‘the Duchess’, as in the Duchess of Bedford; and Michael Palin, with whom no fault can be found, even more simply, ‘the saint’.

Like John Gielgud, Maggie is widely imitated in other people’s conversations, but remains entirely inimitable. Gielgud impersonations always suggest that the actor was ever so grand, which is the one thing he was not. No one, of course, is a better mimic of everyone else than Maggie herself. And like the late Coral Browne, and indeed another demon perfectionist with a devoted cult following, Patience Collier, Maggie thrives in the company of homosexuals. This may have something to do with the elimination of sexual tension in the

relationship or the fact that theatrical gays are often funnier and more fun to be with than their straight counterparts. But she has always needed close and confidential gay friends. Kenneth Williams was Maggie’s closest friend in her early days. He recounted how, when they were going round Fortnum’s together, Maggie was aghast at the prices in the lingerie department. ‘Seven guineas for a bra?’ she exploded. ‘Cheaper to have your tits off!’

Another Williams story has survived many reworkings. When Williams was cast as the young boy in Robert Bolt’s Gentle Jack, Edith Evans was outraged. In her most extravagantly baroque and fluting of voices, she complained to the management, ‘But you can’t have him, he’s got such a peculiar voice.’ This pot-and-kettle story was recirculated when Maggie was said to have expostulated in a similar manner on hearing that Geraldine McEwan, another husky specialist in the loaded coloration of vowel sounds, was to succeed her in the London cast of Peter Shaffer’s Lettice and Lovage.

When Maggie went to New York with Lettice, an all-dancing, all-singing black entertainment about Mahalia Jackson, performed by Queen Esther Marrow and her Harlem Gospel Singers, moved briefly into the Longacre, the theatre which backed on to her own. She was furious at having her backstage peace and calm shattered by the frantic and ecstatic singing going on next door. Executives of the Shubert Organization, who owned both theatres, were summoned to a matinée performance. After much rubbing of hands and beating of chests, they came up with what they hoped would be a satisfactory solution. Apologising for not having thought of it before, they said that they had some wonderful thick black velours which they could string around the inside back wall of both theatres, thus insulating Maggie and her fellow actors against the invasive gospel singing of Queen Esther and her exultant congregation. Maggie went off for a break and returned to the theatre for the evening performance. The company manager met her with the good news: ‘I think you’ll be very pleased, Dame Maggie. We’ve hung all the blacks.’ Maggie threw him a severe riposte: ‘Well, I don’t think there was any need to go that far.’

There are two versions of a jovial altercation with Ronald Harwood, author of Interpreters, in which Maggie appeared with Edward Fox, and the second of her movies to be called Quartet. Even her closest

friends have to judge very carefully as to when is the right moment to pay a backstage visit. Harwood was impervious to such niceties and was always popping into the dressing rooms of the Queen’s to jolly along the actors in a play that had not been a resounding success. In addition, Fox and Maggie, not the most compatible of co-stars, were hardly speaking to each other. Eventually, Maggie had had enough and when Harwood put his head round her door yet again he promptly had it bitten off. ‘Hello, Ronnie,’ enquired Maggie coldly, ‘and what are you up to now?’ ‘Struggling with a new play, darling,’ Harwood replied. Maggie paused and inspected her nails, ‘So are we, dear.’ (The other, apocryphal version suggests that Harwood replied to Maggie’s question with ‘Trying to finish a new play, darling.’ To which Maggie impatiently snapped, ‘Try finishing this one first.’)

The hasty three-week filming of the National Theatre’s Othello with Olivier at Shepperton Studios in 1965 entailed a lot of rushing about for Maggie (as Desdemona), who was appearing at the time in Miss Julie and Black Comedy at Chichester. She was flown by helicopter between the theatre and the studios and was met on the first day of this arrangement by the director, Stuart Burge, who had gone out to give her some rehearsal notes. As Maggie emerged in a tangle from beneath the whirring blades, she exclaimed to Burge: ‘Christ, I never thought I’d look down between my legs and see Guildford.’

Sister Act was a 1992 riff on Billy Wilder’s masterpiece Some Like It Hot in which Maggie played a Mother Superior and Whoopi Goldberg a nightclub singer who has witnessed a murder and is taking refuge in the convent disguised as an inmate. She’s a nun on the run. On location in Reno, the actors experienced some difficulty with the narrative logic, or lack of it, in the script. The Pope was supposed to have sent a message to his subordinates, but it was not clear how the plot line could have accommodated his intervention with any plausibility. How could His Holiness have contacted the underlings? ‘By fax vobiscum, I presume,’ offered Maggie from the sidelines.

Whenever Maggie bumps into Alec McCowen, she makes him do his ‘turtle routine’, for reasons which are now lost in the mists of time but have something to do with the fact that McCowen has an old joke in his repertoire in which he impersonates a turtle. ‘Hello, turtle,’ Maggie says, and off he goes, doing his turtle business, bubbling his cheeks

and clawing the air in doggy-paddle-cum-breast-stroke movements. Does this palaver dignify, you may ask, one of our most eminent senior actors, a CBE and, what is more, a native of Tunbridge Wells? ‘Oh, Alec’s always been about twelve,’ Maggie chortles. Her long-serving dresser, Christopher Downes, was a great collector of Maggie’s barbs and asides and immodestly recounted one involving himself at a busy party. Downes was deep in conversation with another guest who was asking, ‘Yes, Christopher, but what do you actually do?’ At that precise moment, Maggie was wafting past with a tray and threw her voice back over her shoulder: ‘He saves people’s lives.’

This airiness, this waspishness, is displayed to great effect in many of her movie performances, and also as the Dowager Countess of Grantham in Downton Abbey. In the series so far, Maggie’s dowager has duelled memorably with Shirley MacLaine, visiting Downton as her daughter-in-law Lady Cora’s flamboyant mother; Isobel Crawley (Penelope Wilton) in every scene they share; even a tall new recruit to the downstairs staff: ‘Are you really that tall? I thought you might be walking on stilts.’ Each line is coloured with either mockery or disbelief, even if it doesn’t always rise to the standard of Oscar Wilde or indeed Julian Fellowes himself at his best. She and Fellowes first collaborated on Robert Altman’s Gosford Park (Fellowes won an Oscar for his screenplay), an upstairs/downstairs murder mystery movie set in 1932, eight years after the end of the fifth series of Downton. Maggie played Lady Constance Trentham, a visiting aristocrat at another grand country house for a weekend shooting party where the guests include the composer Ivor Novello (played by Jeremy Northam) shortly after he’s made an unsuccessful movie. ‘What was it?’ asks Maggie, searching for the title, ‘The Dodger?’ ‘The Lodger,’ replies the composer, through half-gritted teeth. (The 1927 Alfred Hitchcock silent movie was not really a flop, and is now rightly considered a cult classic.) ‘It must be so disappointing when something . . . flops . . . like that,’ she coos, unhelpfully, with a slight twist of her wrists, inviting a slap that no one would dare administer.

Just before the first airing of Downton Abbey, Fellowes and Maggie worked for a second time together on a film called From Time to Time, he as writer and director, she as the middle-class incumbent of a country estate whose grandson, during the Second World War, is

sent to stay after his father goes missing, presumed dead, in action. There’s an extraordinary moment when she stops at a doorway as it seems she has at last reached a sort of rapprochement with her sceptical young grandson, and says simply, starkly and unflinchingly, that she loves him more than anyone else in the world, apart from her own son. Most actresses would garnish this line with an emotional hiccup, or teary sniffle. Not her. She’s adamantine stern, and all the more moving.

It occurred to me watching this movie that Maggie has become increasingly adept, indeed expert, in working with children over the past twenty years – in The Secret Garden, the Harry Potter movies (she said that her performance was, basically, Miss Jean Brodie in a wizard’s hat, and was her pension for life; and that was nine years before Downton Abbey started!), My House in Umbria, Emma Thompson’s second Nanny McPhee film – and I imagine that’s palpably to do with the fact that she seems to treat them as adults in her acting. She’s also an enthusiastic grandmother to the five children of her now middle-aged actor sons, Chris Larkin and Toby Stephens. Their favourite granny highlight is the moment in Nanny McPhee when she sits in a cowpat.

Golden times belong, by definition, to the past. But the past fifty years of Maggie’s continuous career might soon qualify, not least because of her stage work in Alan Bennett, Edward Albee, Restoration comedy and Shakespeare (more of that in Canada than in England, alas), but also because of the way her screen acting has refined itself from comic extravagance to the raw, naked business of emotional exposition and truth-telling. Twenty years ago, it seemed to me that Maggie sustained within herself this battle between an unrivalled technical expertise and stark emotional revelation. But that expertise has been channelled, almost brutally, in the service of the latter function, and her performances, both on screen and stage, have acquired a severity that softens, rather than a flippancy which stiffens, so that even Lady Violet in Downton Abbey is someone you don’t mess with before you realise there’s a twinkle and a vaguely malicious humour round the edges.

Before Downton, her last television drama was Stephen Poliakoff’s Capturing Mary, in which she gave a remarkable performance of both collapse and reminiscence as a woman stripped of her own talent by a

vile intellectual seducer. Half the film, as far as her part in it was concerned, was in voice-over, but it is typical of her forensic methodology that she learned the entire script, off-stage cues and all, and recorded those voice-overs ‘live’ in character, costume, and on the set. This encapsulated her habit of both performing a role and standing outside of it, a unique ability long ago noted by Tom Stoppard, lending an air of spontaneity and critical wisdom to every role she plays.
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