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When I go out on stage and feel frightened of the darkness glittering with eyes, I think of him.

TOM HOLLANDER

Someone once asked what he did for a living. ‘I stand up,’ he said, ‘I put on make-up, and I shout in the evenings.’

DANIEL CRAIG
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PREFACE


There are no hard distinctions between what is real and what is unreal, nor between what is true and what is false. A thing is not necessarily either true or false; it can be both true and false.

HAROLD PINTER



When Michael Gambon’s memory began to fade, he found it increasingly difficult to remember his lines. Ultimately, the job fell to me to be his ‘earwig’, which from 2010 I did for nine years, giving him his lines through an earpiece. This allowed me to see and hear him deliver some outstanding performances, great jokes and stories, for which he was well known both publicly and privately.

Over the past few years, since he died, I have been in touch with many actors, directors and writers who worked alongside him, as well as those who interviewed him over the years and others who have generously contributed anecdotes about his impact on their lives. The collection of these stories is the book you hold in your hands.

These are not just thespy tittle-tattle but examples of the mischief, kindness, brilliance and bravura which enshrine the volcanic force of nature that was Michael, changing everyone he touched and creating mayhem, laughter and breathtaking performances in his path.

Alongside this, I saw and felt his frustration at having to rely on someone else to remind him of his lines, however well hidden the effort may have been, and witnessed his despair at having to retire from his sanctuary, the stage. I witnessed his fury at his declining powers, his raging and his attempts to disguise this by playing the fool. Luckily the warmth of the laughter, the games, the pranks and the incredible joy he brought to us remain in interviews on film. This book, or Festschrift, is my tribute to a consummate mythmaker, a spinner of yarns, a preposterous bender of truths and a legend so greatly admired by so many.




1

‘Everyone thought I played the banjo’

To begin at the beginning. Michael John Gambon was born in Cabra, Dublin, Ireland, on 19 October 1940. He was the eldest of three children (a sister Theresa and brother John) delivered to Edward and Mary Gambon. He would say, with utter conviction: ‘Gambon is quite a common name in County Wexford in Ireland. It must be to do with the Spanish Armada, which went aground along the coast of Ireland . . . My dad was dark-looking.’ Michael had been reliably informed of the derivation of the name by a friend and fellow Irishman: ‘He’s a bit of a genealogist,’ he remarked with pride.

Whatever the mythology, history confirms that his father moved to London after the war to find work. During the war, he was a reserve policeman. Michael’s earliest memories of Ireland were indelibly stored in his mind because every Sunday, with almost liturgical precision, a hilarious scenario took place in the dining room of his family home.

As he recounted the tale, Michael always adopted an incredibly exaggerated Oirish oul’ Dubs accent for his auld mammie. Imagine a sweet, demure little lady and her sister, both meek, pious and extremely genteel:


Every Sunday at our house, there’d be an enormous slap-up do for Father Patrick, the old priest, after mass, by which time he’d’ve worked himself into a lather of appetite, a fierce appetite. He had, all before lunch: sausages, potatoes, bacon, fresh bread, fruit cake, cheese, the lot, and the whole time that old priest, he’d be eyeing up this lovely antique Irish dresser, my mammie’s pride and joy, and kept up a running monologue between helping himself to generous mouthfuls – mounds – of food.



Michael mimed having a full mouth and gesticulating while greedily shovelling in more food and becoming more inarticulate as the story went on.


‘Now, Mary, dat, over der, let me tell you, is a very fine dresser and, to my mind, would look marvellous in the vestry; yes, Mary, you’d be doing the church a very great service. Yes, that would be a wonderful asset to the vestry, Mary, so it would.’

And my mammie, smiling sweetly and meekly, respectfully bobbing up and down, all the while as though she was either stone deaf or a complete imbecile, would say by way of answer:

‘Oh, here you go, you must be famished. Faather, won’t you have more bread, another slice of fruit cake, perhaps, another cup of tea? You will, will you, Faather?’ Completely evading an answer to the question.

Anyways, this dance continued until he’d eaten enough for six of us, then he’d heave himself to his feet and start the slow preparation to leave. Up jumped the sisters to see him off:

‘Bye, Faather, bye, see ya next week, God willing.’ They’d be waving and crossing themselves on the doorstep, checking he’d gone down the road waiting for his final ‘God bless you both’ and ‘Mary, now don’t you be forgettin’ about dat fine dresser now,’ he’d call back over his shoulder.

No sooner than you could say three Hail Marys, that front door would slam, and in unison with voices fiercer than banshees, and without drawing breath – they’d exclaim in unison:

‘Dat auld fecker, he’s not getting his filthy mitts on dat der dresser. He’s about to be diddling us out of de furniture. I’m going to be buried in it, so I am.’

This ritual went on every Sunday till we left – him trying to diddle me old mammie out of the dresser, that fecker. I am happy to say he never got it. And she always planned to be buried in it.



I was never told if this wish was ever granted to her.

When Michael was five, they all moved to London and joined their daddy there. His father worked in a factory, and the Gambons moved into a flat in Camden Town, north London, where a large Irish community already existed. Michael’s schooldays mainly consisted of him mucking about with the other boys, smoking, taking radios apart, riding his bike and causing havoc.


I used to carry around an empty banjo case. Everyone thought I played the banjo. My best friend was a quiet Indian boy called Kevin who lived nearby; we spent most of our time together just inventing stories. We would tell each other what our daddies did and what our mammies did. All lies, and we’d know they were lies. Children know. You enter a pact, a game. I’d say my father had gone to Africa. We spent our Saturdays breaking into London Zoo and fishing in the canal.

Then we would take the spokes out of a bicycle wheel, tie a burlap sack to the rim, put half a loaf of bread in the centre, and lower it into the water. The gudgeon fish would feed; you’d slowly raise the sack.



Michael’s nimble fingers mime the scene, rendering his words superfluous – they would flog the trapped fish as bait.

One day, Michael revealed, almost as an afterthought, that he fell in. And in those days, inner-city children never learned to swim.


I clearly remember looking up through the water at the sky and seeing all the colours of blue. A man dived in from the bridge – I never saw him again – and dragged me out. I’d certainly be dead otherwise. I don’t remember any fear, I just remember being lifted out into the air, and placed onto the bank. I stayed there till I dried. Then we went to the zoo, went home, and never told anyone.



He went to school at St Aloysius’ in Highgate, which led to his first public performance, aged eleven or twelve, as an altar boy. He took this role extremely seriously, mainly because of the dressing up. With great pride, he said that he had learned the entire text in Latin and served at six o’clock mass every morning. He adored the vestments and, of course, the ceremonial and performative aspect. Swinging the incense and holding the chalice during Holy Communion and stuff – he loved all that. And he would change the words during the mass, reciting solemnly: ‘me Mexican cowboy, me Mexican cowboy’ (instead of the correct Latin phrase – ‘mea maxima culpa’ – which means ‘through my most grievous fault’).

Then, around the age of thirteen, he became a Sea Cadet in the First City of London Sea Cadet Corps, the St Clement Danes unit. On the day of the coronation in 1953, he told me how proud he was, standing there in full kit, gaiters, rifle, bayonet.

Another uniform. Another costume. Another public performance.

In 1955 his parents moved to near Crayford in Kent. He left school and took the first job he could in a factory learning how to mend things, sweeping floors, making tea and watching as the older men made radios and television sets. Not long after, he moved to a nearby tool-and-die works, partly, he remembered, because he was given a white coat there. This is a powerful theme that runs through his life. Clothes mattered to Michael; he was always hugely interested in costumes and enjoyed wearing elegant clothes. This is not altogether surprising as Michael said his mother was a seamstress for Norman Hartnell (the Queen’s dressmaker) and would make their clothes from off-cuts. This possibly accounts for his love of bespoke suits from Savile Row. He was always extremely critical of how something was cut and made.

His proud boast to me was that he owned around a hundred suits and several hundred pairs of shoes, mostly handmade because of his enormous feet, and some bespoke overcoats. Michael always demanded that the costume department give him the suits made for him in any production as part of his deal. He had an extremely refined aesthetic, apart from his taste in food, which remained ‘An excellent ole fry-up, chips and extra puddings with custard or cream – lashings of it.’

About the clothes he freely admitted, ‘It’s just the getting-something-for-nothing part of me; I can’t resist it,’ he’d say with a nod and a wink. ‘Good stuff, this,’ he’d add as he examined a beautiful tweed suit or coat: ‘Great schmutter! I just had to have all those clothes because they were beautiful and, of course, free.’

In terms of the education he received, he was always very clear about this as well as his powerful ability at make-believe.

‘I was hopeless at school. I just spent my time staring out of the window, dreaming. I was always pretending to be someone else.’ He later said, ‘I think it helps that I’m Irish and it helps that I’m a dreamer – Celtic twilight, and all that. Acting is very sophisticated lying, isn’t it? Highly skilled lying.’

Chugging on a succession of Benson & Hedges and drinking tea (three sugars), he would talk of his youth as we sat between takes on various productions, smiling to himself as he looked back over his early, very different life.

In 1956, Michael passed an entrance exam for the engineering firm Vickers-Armstrongs, who made everything from shotguns to sewing machines. Thus began his lifelong fascination with everything mechanical, his passion for antique firearms, craftsmanship and precision.

Looking at Michael, it seemed at odds with his physique, with his long, almost simian arms and massive hands, which he used gracefully to articulate a phrase, conjure an attitude when telling a joke, or even to chain-light another cigarette. It was fascinating seeing him handle the intricate mechanisms of watches and listening to how he could rebuild and fix them. He loved handmade analogue watches and owned an amazing collection.

On some films he might be found round the corner from the location, in the nearest garage, under the bonnet of a car, ‘offering a helping hand’ to the delighted mechanics. He knew how to replace gearboxes and loved ‘tinkering’ with engines, as he put it. He owned many cars; they were one of his greatest passions, along with his collections of analogue watches and guns. Exquisite cars, I was told: ‘Ferraris, Lamborghinis, sports cars – posh cars – too posh for you to go in, Mugwhay, I’m afraid,’ he would say very seriously. (‘Mugwhay’ was his nickname for me.)

Talking of his hands, he said that he was having lunch with friends at Wheelers, the bohemian haunt and oyster bar in Old Compton Street, Soho, when Francis Bacon came by his table and remarked that he would love to paint them. Quick as a flash, Michael pushed his plate aside, cleared the table, took out his pen and drew around his hands on the tablecloth. Then he presented the cloth to Bacon, saying: ‘There ya go!’

One of his obsessions was beautiful handguns and he started collecting them around the age of twelve.


I’ve always liked guns as works of art, as antiques . . . My dad used to bring them home from junk shops. You could buy them for next to nothing. He’d wander around these old markets in north London and bring them home on a Saturday morning, guns, swords and rusty old bits of junk, and we’d hang them on my bedroom wall.



Michael’s lifelong passion for restoring antique guns and pistols, particularly their intricate inlay, became part of his own mythology. As Tom Hollander would recall, ‘He loved to speak of his other lives. How as a young apprentice at Holland & Holland, he worked with his long craftsman’s fingers on a gun for Khrushchev. How a piece of his treasured antique gun collection (merely a good fake) was on loan to a museum in Canada.’

So perfected was his technique in the art of inlay that often he would boast that experts mistook his work for the original article. Astonishingly, this skill was completely self-taught:


I’ve taught myself inlay, an incredibly complex eighteenth-century craft. Through years of painstaking practice, I’ve developed my own technique, perfecting the delicate, intricate work of rococo scrolls intertwined with shells, floral elements like acanthus leaves – a truly breathtakingly beautiful art form. Most of what I read in books about it was nonsense, frankly. It was mostly trial and error, and now I can make things that people genuinely believe are authentic and from the eighteenth century. It’s a bit like acting, isn’t it? Creating an illusion, pulling the wool over people’s eyes, faking things.



Of course, although Michael loved to say acting was just being a child and ‘mucking about on stage’, the truth is that he took it deadly seriously. He was a finely detailed craftsman and a brilliant, intuitive performer with a superb command of his body and voice. On stage, he was the consummate master of the specific move or gesture. He has been described by many actors and directors as a magical being, mythical, part clown, part mercurial creature.

His interest in acting was really sparked when, sometime around his sixteenth birthday, he and a friend came out of a cinema where they had been watching a film starring his hero, Marlon Brando. As they walked home, they saw a sign outside a local amateur theatre called the Erith Playhouse, where he read that they needed backstage help. The Erith was a tiny theatre on the high street near his home.

Curious, he entered that world, where, with his aptitude for making things, he started helping to build sets as a volunteer.

Why had he stepped inside the door? He told me he felt drawn, that he thought theatre might be like cinema, and because he so idolised the great Marlon Brando; his mate told him that’s where they did the acting stuff, and so it began.

First, with carpentry, then the moment he stepped on stage, he said, ‘It was electrifying, VAROOM – I thought, Jesus, this is for me. This is my family, my tribe; I want to be an actor.’

Of course, he also had to keep this secret from his mates at work and in the pub as he was afraid of being teased and told it was effete and that dressing up was only for queers.

Too late: he was intoxicated, and in 1957, after buying some theatre magazines, he saw an ad in one called Amateur Stage for the celebrated Unity Theatre, which he remembered playing outside in the street as a small child when he lived in north London. The Unity Theatre started in the 1930s as agitprop street theatre and grew into a venue that championed left-wing ideas and artistic expression. It was also the first theatre in England to stage a play by Bertold Brecht. Michael always stridently denied he knew anything about their politics, but there is an interesting contradiction here.

In an interview he gave to the theatre critic Michael Billington at the HighTide Festival in Halesworth in 2014, he claimed that his father had put him in touch with the Unity as ‘he was a bit of communist’.

So, he now commuted from Kent and his work at Vickers in the factory by day and performed in amateur theatricals by night.
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