


om Hollander is daydreaming about trees. “Chestnut... birch...
yes, that’s definitely a birch... although I’'m not too sure about
that one over there. What do you think?” he asks, turning his
wide, boyish eyes in my direction. I falter at the turned tables — I thought
I was meant to be asking the questions. “You see, I'm learning about trees
at the moment,” he says distractedly. “Having some time out, learning
about trees. Everyone should learn about trees, you know.”

After spending the past 18 years acting on stage and screen, Tom
Hollander’s “time out” is well deserved. Tom’s face is one of the most
recognisable on the British television and international film scene. It is a
face that we have all seen countless times before. He has appeared on our
television screens as Paulo, Saffy’s Eurotrash fiancé in Absolutely Fabulous;
alongside Kiera Knightly as Mr Collins in Pride and Prejudice; as the
villainous Lord Cutler Beckett in Pirates of the Caribbean II and IIT; and with
Johnny Depp again, as Sir George Etheredge in The Libertine, among many

other stage and screen performances. It is a face that seems instantly familiar
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to me as we sit huddled in our coats, drinking coffee in the autumnal
surrounds of Holland Park while discussing, amongst other things, trees.

Unassuming and typically British, Tom has been a Notting Hill resident
for the past 15 years, and has no plans to move stateside. “I'm British and
Notting Hill is my home,” he says, in soft tones that have been lent to
many voiceovers during his career. “I wouldn’t want to move to LA. I love
the energy and the positivity of America, and it’s great to have access to
that. But I can be there for about a month before I begin to miss the way
things are here and I get a bit homesick.”

A “terrible insomniac”, Tom has the rumpled air of a man rudely
awoken from a much-needed sleep. Once described as a “cherub gone
to seed”, Tom ponders every question with an intense sincerity that is
both boyish and erudite, rubbing his thick, messy hair and shaggy beard
in thought. Managing to successfully tread the fine line between being
dreamy and sharp, Tom’s rambling thoughts are punctuated by moments
of sharp wit as we sit and talk about his performing career.

Born in Bristol to schoolteacher parents, Tom grew up in Oxford. His
first foray into acting was aged 14 when he took the lead in the BBC
dramatisation of Léon Garfield’s John Diamond. “That was pretty hard
to get over,” he says, his blue-green eyes clouding at the memory. “My
emerging personality was blown away by the excitement of getting a
term off school, of being chauffer-driven to work, and living in a hotel at
somebody else’s expense. I've been trying to relive the thrill ever since.”

Tom went on to study English at Cambridge University, where he
threw himself into the dramatics of it all. “I’'m not too sure where the
dramatic side comes from,” Tom muses, rubbing his beard again. “I guess
I was just a bit of a show-off as a kid.”

His big break came in 1992 when he won the Ian Charleson Award for
his role in The Way of the World at the Lyric Theatre in Hammersmith.
Tom has since built up an impressive CV, having performed with some
of the great actors of our time: Judy Dench, Johnny Depp, Bill Nighy,

Michael Gambon, Tom Cruise - the list goes on. »
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So does Tom,
a Britpack actor from Notting Hill, ever feel
nervous about filming beside Hollywood’s

elite? “I do get nervous certainly,” he admits.
“Although when you’re in front of the camera,
things tend to even out a bit.

“I did have a slight panic when I first started
filming The Soloist. I remember thinking: “That’s
Jamie Foxx and that’s Robert Downey Jr and I'm
standing here wearing stupid clothes, pretending to be American. But
every job has challenges and overcoming them is what’s rewarding.”

Such an air of self-doubt belies Tom’s successful career and multiple
plaudits, as if he has suddenly woken up from an insomnia-troubled sleep
to find himself standing next to Oscar-winning actors, and hearing the
director shout “ACTION!”

Tom’s unassured manner surfaces again when he discusses I The
Loop, a razor-sharp political satire film, due for release in 2009. With
a stellar line-up that includes Steve Coogan, Peter Capaldi and Chris
Addison, and directed by master of improvisation Armando lannucci, it
would be understandable for any actor to be slightly anxious. “It wasn’t
the improvisation that made me nervous,” says Tom. “It was just quite
how brilliant the rest of the cast were. But what I’ve seen of it looks very

funny so it seems to have turned out rather happily...I think.”

ACTING IS BRILLIANT WHEN YOU'RE A KID, AND
THEN IN YOUR 20S, IT'S STILL GREAT BECAUSE
YOU'RE GETTING PAID TO ACT LIKE AKID

Tom’s apparent lack of confidence in his acting ability may stem from
his early entry into the theatrical world. It is as though he has been
swept along the crest of an acting wave since the age of 14 and now he’s
unsure exactly what to make of it all. “I’s just not very grown-up,” he
says. “Acting is brilliant when you’re a kid, and then in your 20s, it’s still
great because you’re getting paid to act like a kid. But now I'm older, it’s
becoming harder to justify. The next Prime Minister will probably be the
same age as me —and I'll still be learning lines in my bedroom.”

After last year’s particularly hectic work schedule, which saw him on
stage at the National Theatre, on television in the BBC2 series Freezing,
and working on soon-to-be released films The Soloist, Valkyrie and In The
Loop, Tom is taking a minor sabbatical to relax. “I think it’s important to
reflect on how good life is. I can’t hang out indefinitely, 'm just waiting
until a job comes along that I really connect with.”

So is Tom waiting for the ultimate role that will take him out of
supporting parts and into the spotlight, turning him into a household

name in the process? “I think, if you’re lucky, there is no ultimate role.
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FROM LEFT: TOM WITH KIERA KNIGHTLY IN PRIDE AND
PREJUDICE | AS LORD CUTLER BECKETT IN PIRATES
OF THE CARIBBEAN: AT WORLD’S END | ADMIRING THE
ARTWORK IN THE ORANGERY

People change over the course of their lives
and what an actor should hope for is that

the parts change as they themselves change.

I think I would find the whole Hollywood
thing terribly lonely. Of course, being told
that great wealth makes you miserable doesn’t
stop me dreaming about it,” he says. “But
feel quite lucky. I have a very nice life.”

Later, as I watch Tom on the photo shoot,
awkwardly following the photographer’s
instructions, I can see the self-doubt of a man
who is not entirely confident in his position
in life. “I’'m not very good at standing still and
being myself for the camera,” he says, leaning
over in a hushed aside. Perhaps years of

“learning lines” have left him unsure of exactly
who Tom Hollander is. However, it doesn’t
take long for him to assume the chameleon nature of an actor, playfully
flirting with the camera and striking amusing poses. But it is in between
shots that Tom seems to be the most content and self-assured, when the
camera is down and Tom is free to stare out over the grounds of Holland

Park and contemplate life and trees.

WHY TOM WOULDN'T LEAVE
WEST LONDON FOR HOLLYWOOD

Baalbak on Golborne Road. “They
do such wonderful Lebanese food.
| would really miss it too much.”
91 Golborne Road, W10 5NL
8960 0136)
Carter and Bond on Portobel
Road. “Brilliant for Christmas
presents for brothers, fathers
and boyfriends. | love
their Marvis Ginger Mint
toothpaste and vintage
model aeroplanes.”
83 Westbourne Park
Road, W2 5QH
(020 7727 3141;
carterandbond.com)
Last Place on Earth
ThF best lighting,
furniture and curio
shop in the area.
328 Portobello Road,
W10 5RU (020 8964 3166)
.

Catch Tom in The Soloist and In The Loop, out in 2009.
Many thanks to the Orangery Gallery (020 7603 1123; rbkc.gov.uk/
theorangery)






