WELLIES WITH HIGH FASHION? IT’S THIS REFRESHINGLY
INSOUCIANT SENSIBILITY THAT’S MADE THE WORLD FALL
FOR EMMA THOMPSON. KIM IZZO SHARES A CUPPA WITH
THE EXUBERANT STAR PHOTOGRAPHY NICK HADDOW

HIGHLAND FLING. Coat, Temperley (www.temperley
london.com); bottle green dress, Celine at Cruise
(www.cruise.co.uk); wellington boots throughout this
story, Hunter (www.hunter-boot.com); gold rings, Jane
Gowans (www.janegowans.co.uk). Opposite: Thompson
at the 2013 Toronto International Film Festival.
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HIS IS WHAT STARDOM
LOOKS LIKE. A chauffeurdriven limo. A red carpet. Fans
screaming. Dozens of flashbulbs simultaneously sparking.
An actress striking a rehearsed
pose. Hand strategically placed
on hip here, flash of leg there,
then a well-timed hair toss before gliding effortlessly away as though
pulled along by the sheer force of
fame. This is what stardom looks like
… unless you’re Emma Thompson. If
you’re her, you would disembark from
the backseat of your black Audi during the Toronto International Film
Festival, thrust your arms to the sky
causing an eruption of applause and
cheers from the fans. And you’d eschew a fussy gown and, instead, wearing a shocking pink mini with chunky
platform heels, you’d cavort along the
red carpet like it was a vaudeville stage
and not hallowed ground. At least,
that’s how it all went down the first
time I saw Emma Thompson. She
posed for photos and signed autographs and buzzed about like she was,
dare I say it, having fun. Her comic
flare continued as she walked across
the stage during the introduction of
Love Punch, the madcap caper film
that premiered at TIFF and co-stars

IN
WAITING
Pierce Brosnan, removing one of her
sky-high shoes and proceeding to
pretend to limp along. Naturally, the
audience roared.
The first time I watched Emma
Thompson was on the big screen in
Howard’s End. Dozens of films later,
from The Remains of the Day to Love
Actually to three films out
this year, she has made
me and legions of moviegoers laugh and cry in
equal measure. And as a
writer myself, I’ve long
admired her skilled talent with a pen – she
adapted Jane Austen’s
Sense and Sensibility, one
of the best of all the ’90s
wave of Austen adaptations. So expectations are
high as I ride up the elevator at the Trump Hotel
in Toronto the morning
after the TIFF appearance to interview her. I
assume the interview, like
so many celebrity profiles
before, will go something
like this: a nondescript
suite rented out for a series of interviews, a publicist seated in the next
room but within earshot should I ask

the wrong thing or need to be told I
have run out of time. But that’s not
what happened.
From the moment I meet Emma
Thompson, it is obvious that she will
have none of the sterile accoutrements
that are celeb-standard. Instead, we
are alone in her suite, and she offers to make us a pot of
tea. She’s warm and approachable, even admitting to a smidgen of a
hangover from celebrating the previous night’s
premiere. I take this as
the perfect moment to
confess that (a) I’m a
huge fan of her work;
(b) I’m an enormous
Jane Austen fan; and (c)
I’m also a novelist.
Then I do something
I’ve never done before
in my decade career:
I make the moment
about me. Out comes
my debut novel, The
Jane Austen Marriage
Manual, which I’ve
signed for her. I feel
faint with nerves. Scenarios have run
through my head, such as her screaming, “The interview is over!” or
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throwing the book at my head. In
each scenario, the lovely chatty time
we are having comes to a screeching
halt. To my relief and amazement, she
is wide-eyed and excited, not to mention gracious. “Oh. My. God. This
looks great. Thank you very much.”
Lest she think I’m about to ask her
to make it into a film (a request she
no doubt hears often from writers),
I swiftly explain that the rights have
been sold to a film company and I’m
hired to write the adaptation myself.
“Are you? How cool!” she enthuses.
We briefly discuss the screenwriter’s
life – the term “sacrificial lamb” is
bandied about – and she dispenses
some advice.
With my novel in her hands, I ask
what’s next for her as a writer. And
the answer is a bit of a news flash. “I’m
about to start work on the new Bridget
Jones film. I’ve done a version and I’m
about to do another version. I’m really
excited about it,” she says. “I love Helen
Fielding, I love that character, and
it gives me a chance to write about a
single woman, sex, late motherhood.
There’s lots of really interesting subjects.” The screenplay she is referring to
is not based on the third novel, which
came out in October, but a series of
columns Fielding did after book two.
Sipping our tea from white china
teacups, the conversation turns to
her next film, Saving Mr. Banks,
which pairs Thompson for the first
time with her friend, Tom Hanks.
The movie is inspired by the true
story of how Walt Disney (Hanks)
brought P.L. Travers’s (Thompson)
children’s novel, Mary Poppins, to the
screen following a promise he made
to his daughters when they were children. Little did he know it would take
more than 20 years for him to keep
that promise. The film centres on two
weeks in 1961 when Travers flew to
Los Angeles to meet with Disney.
Let’s just say it didn’t go according to plan. Disney pulls out all the
stops to please the uncompromising
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Travers, who has nothing but disdain
for the Hollywood machine. But she
also needs money – at the time, her
book sales had declined. However,
the more she saw of what Disney intended to do, the more she balked.
Thompson calls Pamela Lyndon
Travers the most complicated character she’s ever played. “She considered Hollywood to be frivolous,
shallow, vulgar. She was not a woman
who was easily impressed anyway.
Yeats impressed her! You’re not going to go from W.B. to Mickey Mouse
with any degree of ease. And she was
intellectually very snobby, but at the
same time, when you consider her
early life, she was remarkable and
very impressive.”
Travers was born in Australia and
was raised by an alcoholic father who
died young, leaving the family destitute. She later moved to England and
became a stage actress and dancer
before turning to writing.
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o prepare for the role,
Thompson listened to audio tapes recorded during Travers’s time with
the Shermans (the brothers Robert and Richard,
the songwriting duo who
wrote more film musical
song scores than anyone else in history, including “Mary
Poppins,” “Chitty Chitty Bang Bang”
and “The Jungle Book”). “That was
very revealing. Suddenly there’s this
lovely fluty voice …” [Thompson
starts speaking in the voice she used
in the film] “and it’s very tiring to listen to. You can understand that she
drove them to distraction. One of the
most beautiful things in the film is at
the end there’s the tape on the desk,
and they play her real voice. It’s so
great to hear her.”
The trailer for the movie reveals
the tension between the two main
characters but also loads of humour.
Given the comedic backgrounds of

Thompson and Hanks, that doesn’t
come as a surprise. I ask her what it
was like to finally work with him.
“It was such fun. You can imagine.
He’s a darling and such a good actor,”
she says. “We’ve known each other
on a social level for some time and
we always said, ‘What can we do?
What can we do?’ and this turned up
and it was sort of perfect … because
it was a relationship I’d never seen
before. It was a relationship between
two people, a man and a woman, that
was not romantic, that was not about
being husband and wife. It was not
about being related. It was about two
artists. When do you see that?”
Of course, the only answer I can give
is never. Which brings up the topic
that is de rigueur for an actress of any
stature – the lack of great women’s
roles in film. “I got three of the best
parts I’ve ever played last year,” she
responds. “Beautiful Creatures – I
got to play a Southern witch, a witch
inside a bigoted Louisiana woman
– to this glorious madcap thing in
Love Punch to a drama that was very
emotionally complex. I had the most
wonderful time.”
Having said that, she concedes that,
overall, it is more difficult to find challenging roles, though in her opinion
not just for women of a certain age.
“To be perfectly frank, I sometimes
think that the young must get very
bored with the parts that they are required to play. It’s not as though there
are that many very complex, interesting roles for anyone. The guys are
now required to stand around looking
beautiful and be superheroes. And I’m
very, very bored. They must be bored
too. Where are all the dramas we used
to love? Where are all the stories?”
I point out they are all on TV. Her
eyes widen, and she leans closer to
me for added emphasis, “They are all
on TV! They are Breaking Bad, which
was genius, or Mad Men or House of
Cards! We could sit here till the cows
come home and talk about the

PRINTED MATTER. “Stained
glass window” dress, Alexander
McQueen at Cruise (www.cruise.
co.uk); enamel bangles, Halcyon
Days from Hamilton and Inches
(www.hamiltonandinches.com).
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exquisite roles for women on television, but in film it’s a different story.”
Nonetheless, she has snagged her
fair share of exquisite roles, including
Travers. The Hollywood machine is
already touting her as an Oscar contender even before the film’s release
date. Thompson is no stranger to
awards season brouhaha; she has won
two Academy Awards, first in 1993 for
best actress in Howard’s End and then
again for best adapted screenplay in
1996 for writing Sense and Sensibility.
And in 1994, she was nominated in
two categories: best actress, The
Remains of the Day, and best supporting actress, In the Name of
the Father. That’s a lot of accolades for dramatic performances.
Especially when one considers
that Thompson began her career
in comedy, first in the Floodlights
Troupe at Cambridge, where she
shared the stage with Hugh Laurie
and Stephen Fry. Even off-screen,
her quips score high on the laugh
metre – she recently made headlines by saying that dancing with
Prince Charles is better than sex.
“I have the same career trajectory as Maggie Smith,” she explains. “I was passionate about
comedy. I wanted to be Lily
Tomlin. I wanted that career.
Write my own stuff and play it.
And I did it for awhile. I had my
own series which was so badly reviewed by the critics I thought I can’t
do this anymore.”
Reviews are tough on any artist
at any age but, in our era of social
media, the critics are omnipresent
and downright vicious. I ask her if
she has ever tweeted. Let’s just say
it’s not her thing. “I would rather
have continuous root canal treatment for a year than go on Twitter
or Facebook,” she says firmly. “The
irony of Facebook is [that you speak
out but] don’t say it to anybody’s face.
It revolts me, repels me.”
Time to change the subject. So I
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mention the hot pink number she
pranced around in the night before.
“Ah! Come and I’ll show you.” She
leads me into the bedroom where
spread out before me – on the floor,
on the bed – are the contents of her
suitcase. But several key items are
hung with care, including the dress,
which she pulls out for us to admire.
“It’s Stella McCartney,” Thompson
explains. We both coo over its hue,
its long sleeves and how it hit her in
all the right spots, which is to say far
above the knee. In case you didn’t

know this about her, Thompson has
gorgeous gams.
“It was actually much shorter on the
runway, but when I tried it on it was a
bit mutton dressed as lamb, so I had it
lengthened. I like my legs but not the
top bits as much.” Indeed in Vanity
Fair’s Proust Questionnaire published
in 2008 when asked, “What do you
dislike most about your appearance?”
she answered, “Dimply thighs.”
She remarks how during the press
conference for Love Punch, a lot of
the journalists asked her about getting older. “There was something
very sad in it, as though people feel

anguish about getting older,” she
says. “When my mum was young,
everyone wanted to be in their 30s.
Now, people are desperate to put the
clock back, and there’s something
absolutely tragic about that. And
the loss of our engagement with our
aging and getting older and wiser
and having more skills, a wider palette, we’ve lost that. We have granted
youth power that it doesn’t have.”
I ask her about her own approach
to aging – she is now 54 – and mention she looks fantastic, to which she
responds swiftly with, “But who
cares? I might not look fantastic.
But hopefully one would feel the
same way.”
She tells me that a couple of
years ago she and her family –
her husband is the actor Greg
Wise, the couple have a daughter, Gaia, 13, and an adopted
son, Tindyebwa, 26 – had taken
a year off to travel and when she
got home, she needed to work. “I
said to my agent, ‘I need to earn
money. Get me a job.’ The first
three that came up were a very,
very old lady in a wheelchair,
Bradley Cooper’s mother and
Mother Theresa,” she explains
with a laugh. “I thought, ‘Well,
clearly I have to do something to
turn around the Nanny McPhee
image as it’s gone into people’s
minds and stayed there.’ Then in the
end, others things turned up. But it
was very funny. But Mother Theresa
would just put the tin lid on it really.”
Back on the sofa, Emma picks up
the teapot, “Darling, if I can tempt
you?” Perhaps it’s the tradition of
tea or her voice in particular, but
I’m suddenly transported to Sense
and Sensibility where she portrayed
Elinor Dashwood and I imagine we
are seated in an 18th-century parlour. “Yes, please,” I say, slightly
mesmerized.
She pours the last drop into my
cup. “We put paid to that.”

IN THE PINK. Cable knit
sweater, 3.1 Phillip Lim;
trousers, Joseph; overcoat,
Jil Sander; brogues,
Margaret Howell; socks,
Maria La Rosa. Opposite:
Chunky knits are always a
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Photographed on
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