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MY BIG
- DCENE...
S WITTI
A BEAR

Sally Hawkins had great fun filming ‘Paddington’,
she tells maTT MUELLER - even if it did involve
performing opposite a bear’s head on a stick
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Something I know about Sally Hawkins is that |
shegoesintointerviewswracked by nerves. And |

she definitely appears skittish when I enter the
Soho Hotel library where we're meeting, Aswe
settle into comfy sofas, Hawkins looks like she
wishes her's would swallow herwhole. *1'm not
very good at these, sorry,” she apologises witha
frown. Her fragility is palpable but the actress
quicklysteadiesherself, apologising again. “I get
embarrassed.” she explains of her initial panic. 1
{eel like I have aresponsibility to the filmand that
I'm going to muck itup™

She laughs. Getting it off her chest, at least,

| provesauseful tonic. and Hawkins needn’t beso

| herenthrallan audience duringan on-stagecon- |
versation, Hawkins is a shy and private woman |

hard on herself. Having met herbefore and seen

butalso engaging and delightiul. easily ¢apable

of holding her own in the interview trenches. |

We're here to discuss Paddingron, which has
been a four-year labour of love for the actress’s
close friend, writer-director Paul King. The pair
£0 back several years, part of the same comedy
erowd that includes Richard Ayoade. King, acon-
temporary of Ayoade’s at Cambridge Univer-
sity, made his name directing The Mighiy Boosh
TV series before concocting an intriguing film
debutwith Brussiparnd the Bufl, Hawkins trained
at RADA but intended to follow *a comedy path

ofwritingand perfformingyourown stuff”, hénce |

her introduction to their circle.

“Ilowve Paul dearly.” says the actress, 38, who
also teatured inboth of Ayoade’s directorial out-
ings, Stubmarineand The Doreddle, “and Tjust felt
incredibly flattered to be asked because I knew
Paddington was such a huge film for him to get.
Working with [riends is always so much more

f rewarding because they're people youlove.”

| Produced by Harry Potter emperor David |
| Heyman, King’s is the first big-screen adapta- |
tion of Michael Bonds® beloved series abouta |
diminutive Peruvian bearin thrall tomarmalade |
and manners. Having grown up with parents |
whowrite and illustrate childrens® books, the

Hawkins household was heaving with classic

childrens' literature, as wellas puppetsand other |
arty paraphernalia Colin and Jacqui Hawkins |

used to inspire their work. She doesn't recall if
Eonds® books formed part of their literary col-
lection - “I'm sure he was there” - but asagirl
Sally adored surrounding herself onthe floor of

| her parents’ studio with her favourite authors:
| Maurice Sendak, Penelope Lively, Allan Ahlberg
| and Roald Dahl.

Is Mrs Brown a paean to her parents? The
actress explains herinspiration came more from
“mothers everywhere, includingmyown. There'’s
nogreaterjob inthe world so hats off to all mums
out there” Hawkins' performance is soimbued
with the milkof human kindness, acorrective to
the comedic anti-Paddington grousing of Hugh
Bonneville’s Mr Brown, that Mrs Brownis going
to be granted immediate entry to the pantheon
of loveliest sCreen mums ever.

Paddington Bear, acreation sprung from King's
scripi, physical comedy specialists, the Oscar-
winning effects team behind Gravinr and Ben
Whishaw's vocalisations, is a real charmer. but
it’s Hawkins' quirky earth-motherwho givesthe
film its beating heart. King was surely inspired,
100, by his good [riend s ownsartorial code when
itcame to dressing Mrs. Brown, withherbrightly
coloured jumpers, pea coats, berets and ankle
boots. Hawkins even sports a pair of the latter
today, withrolled-up white jeans and awhite top
with thin black stripes.

She praises King for insisting on a rehearsal
period prior to Paddington’s shoot, which
included Colin Firth, the original voice of Pad-
dington before he'and King announced the
actor’s “conscious uncoupling” from the project
after struggling to convince as a clumsy talking
bear. Onset, Hawkins®cues for Paddington were
abear’s head onastick, a 36" woman, a Spanish
physical theatre actortasked with movenent and
King reading out his lines.

“You hearof nightmare scenarios, butwe never
felt that,” says Hawkins of performing beside an
emptyspacewhere Paddingtonwould eventually
be.“Aslongaswe knewwhere hewould besitting
and tried not to touch him too much, because
that's another hundred grand. .. My instinct was
to keep hugging him but I couldn’t because that
would have caused alot of headache” Despite



its amicable nature, Firth’s departure did cause
headaches, and necessitated afrantic dash tofin-
ish the film in time for release. “So many people |
went into forming Paddington that him leaving
didn’tfeelweird atall,” she says. “Iloved working
with Colin. I thinkhe’stremendous. Butthen Ben
is just so perfect, it couldn’t be anyone else.”

For the actress, it’s all part of the strange tap-
estry of her profession. Having previouslycalled |
herself a classic ditherer, Hawkins doesn’t put
much faith in being the architect of her own
career, and seems to have a fatalistic attitude
towardsits progression, as healthyasit’sbeenin
recentyears when she’s appeared in everything
from Made In Dagenham to Godzilla. “It’s all
about luck, or most of it is anyways,” she insists.
“Ireally don’t know howit happens.”

Having Mike Leigh and Woody Allen as true
believers is a valuable spur. Both cast Hawkins
in smallerroles - A/ Or Nothing and Vera Drake |
for Leigh, Cassandra’s Dream for Allen - before
handinghertwo careerlotterytickets: the bubbly,
good-natured primary-school teacher Poppy in
Happy-Go-Luckpand Cate Blanchett’s put-upon
sister Gingerin Blue Fasmine. They each tapped
into Hawkins® ownunaffected nature and endear-
ing goofiness, allowing herto create anindelible
impression with both. She demurs, with typical

Working
with
friends is
always so
much more
rewarding
because |
they're
people
you love

==

modesty: “Workingwith people you knowisjust
so much easier whoever you are. Everyone has
their quirks, and I know Woody and Mike find
it easier to work with people who understand
howtheyworkand think. It cuts alot of time and

~ awkwardness out.” '

Continuing that theme, since wrapping Pad-
dington last November, Hawkins paired with
Bonneville again for Henry VI Part 1, part of The
Hollow Crown’s second series, will be seen next
springinindie drama X*Y opposite Rafe Spall, her
co-starin the acclaimed play Constellations, and
is writing a film comedy with King. Eatlier this
year, she shot the pilot fora TV series created by
Charlie Kaufman, playing the wife of a children’s

TV presenter (John Hawkes) whose new show

ends up beingaportal to the supernatural world.
Although the FX Channel declined to take the
How and Why series, Hawkins is just happy she
had an opportunity to work with the surrealist
maestro, saying, “I love the fact that there’s this
Charlie Kaufman movie that exists and nobody
will everseeit.”

It turns out, in fact, that we might, with
Hawkinsrevealing Kaufmanmight turn Howand |
Whyinto afeature film, the way David Lynchdid |
with Mulholland Drive. Having spent her entire
lifein London, the actressis prepared tobecome
an American transplant should the right offer
come herway. “Idon’tfeel tethered to one place.”
insists Hawkins, who grewupin Blackheath and
livesinaflatin southwest London (although this
avid gardnerer is looking to'buy a place with a

“garden: “Iwanta piece of green”).

As someone who finds fame and the lime-
light not always palatable, Hawkins still whisks
around the city on public transport and at least
finds it easy blending into the crowds. “Because
I’'m small, I can hide in a big coat, and I’'ve got
lots of hair which I'use as a kind of a helmet.”
she smiles, rising from the sofa and prepar-
ing to venture out into the late afternoon dark.
“I'm still thrown when I am recognised. But
when it happens, I find it really lovely. At least
people don’t throw things or shout at me” @

‘Paddington’is veleased on 28 November




