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“I tove that she was so truthful
ahout her demons, about her
desires,” says Nicole Ridman
of playing Virginia Wooll.
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With Meryl Streep as a lesbian, Nicole Kidman
as Virginia Woolf, and Julianne Moore kissing
Toni Colette, The Hours would seem to be the
gayest movie ever nominated for nine Oscars.
But the actresses and filmmakers argue that
transcending such labels is exactly what has

“ hie Howrs is not a gay lilm,” says
David Hare, the acclaimed B ]I.|1‘-1|'|
playwright who adapted Michael

Cunningham'’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel for
the screen. I by “gay film” Hare means a movie
about “the gay experience” that speaks chiefly 1o
queer audiences, he's right. Sinee its release in »
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“At the end of the day,"

Diecember, The Howrs has found enthu-
siastic audiences (and critics) of all
stripes—an adulation confirmed by its
nine Academy Award nominations, in-
cluding Best Pieture, Best Director, and
three acting nods. But for lesbian and
gay observers, what's remarkable about
the golden reception afforded e Howrs
is that all of its universal themes—the
struggle for human connection, the diffi-
culty of self-expression, and the search
for meaning—are so inexorably inter-
twined with the sexual Muidity of its
three main women characters.

“I think the sexuality of the movie is
very fluid,” says producer Scott Rudin,
who thanked his life parner—publicist
John Barlow—when accepting the
film's Golden Globe for Best Druma “1
wonld not say it's gay or straight. | think
it's really about people who are dealing
with issues that involve their sexuality,
but a lot of it is unresolved and ex-
pressed in other ways. Look, it's a
miovie that is fundamentally about peo-
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ple who are thinking of ending their
livies. And that is a big, tough subject to
deal with in a movie,”

Tt's true, At the conclusion of its three
intertwined tales—sel in different time
periods—the film climaxes with two
characters committing suicide and a
third abandoning her husband and
young son. Yet through that darkness
The Hours reaches a stirring place of af-
firmation—a moment of pure hope and
love that's encapsulated in a kiss be-
twoen two leshian lovers,

For Meryl Streep, who shares that
final kiss with The West Wing's Allison
Janney, the characters’ sexuality was
secondary (o their sex. “Listen, 1 told
Sherrv Lansing [the head of Para-
mount], I think it's shocking that it's the
first time in [recent] history that a
woman-driven film—where women are
the actual protagonists and not the girl-
friend of somebody—eould be consid-
ered for Best Picture, And that's amue-
ing I think that's amazing (o me.” b
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sewife Laura, “she chose life over death.’
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It's the first time in recent history that a woman-driven film has been considered for Best Picl

A woman's film? A gay film? Embrac-
ing its many identities is what The
Howurs is all about. [t's also about re-
specting people’s choices as they come
to terms with their own identities, says
Nicale Kidman, who plays novelist Vir-
ginia Wooll in the movie's 192(0s story
line. “It's saying, you know, we have Lo
be really kind to each other,” she adds,
“and people make choices [that they
need to make].”

When Laura (Julianne Moore), a
19505 Los Angeles housewife, decides
she must escape her doting husband and
doe-eyed son, “that’s judged so harshly
in this society,” says Kidman. “But
there's a reason for that [decision], and
it's her reason, and il's a very pure reqa-
son. And it's a life choice, T just think we
all are ready to jump on the [judgment)
handwagon too easily. You don't have
the right to decide how someone else
should live their life.”

Moore agrees and goes one step fur-
ther: Laura's abandonment of her family,
she says, s an allirmation of life. *1 think
you feel that she chose to live,” Moore
says. “At the end of the day, she chose
life over death.”

The examination of such life choices
is the crux of the film's three plot lines,
each set during a single day in a differ-
ent decade. Streep's Clarissa is a con-
temporary lesbinn New Yorker prepar-
ing for a party 1o celebrate her friend
and onetime lover, acclaimed poet and
person with AIDS Richard (Ed Harris)—
a task that causes her to question how
she lives her life. Moore's Laura spends
her day under the watchful eye of her in-
tense little son while tryving to bake a
hirthday cake for her husband and fend
off the desire to escape her life. And Kid-
man gives her most transfonmative per-
formance yvel a5 Woolf, kept in an isolat-
ed suburb by her husband, Leonard, in

THE s0YOCATE | b | MARCH 18, 2003

ep, who plays leshian Glar

the hope that sheer boredom will keep
her suicidal despair at bay,

As the movie weaves from story to
story, all of that inner turmoil is skillfully
orchestrated by director Stephen
Daldry—to a hypnotic score by compos-
er Philip Glass—on its path to eventual
transcendence, “*Obviously it's about
three women trving to find change in
their lives and their feelings of entrap-
ment or containment or suffocation or
loss,” says Daldry, “As they try 10 break
out of that, I think all of these women do
reach somewhere else, somewhere posi-
tive, What 1 like about the film is that
yvou're always aware of the cost of that
transfommation—the cost of those choic-
es. We all make choices about how our
lives should be better or how our lives
need to change, but those changes or
those iransformations or that search for
some level of redemption is so often
sentimentalized.”
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In a “pay Alm"—that is, a movie that
could be shunted aside by the main-
stream—those choices would revolve
around the discovery and acceptance of
the precise sexual identity of the three
female leads. Is Virginia Woolf a leshian?
Is Moore's "60s housewife unhappy in
her marriage because she'd rather be
shacked up with her perfectly put-to-
gether neighbor, plaged by Toni Collette?
And how close to a Kinsey 6 can Streep's
leshian Clarissa be—despite having
Sally (Janney) as her partner—when
Richard was the great love of her life?

Such questions are integral 1o novelist
Michael Canningham's vision, Hare
savs. “Obviously you know Michael's
work, and you know Michael,” he says.
“Anything that is in the film about sexu-
ality tries to be honest to what the book
was about, and indeed what Virginia
Wooll herselfl was about. She could be
tvped as a gay writer or a straight writer,
Virginia Woolf at various times was at-
tracted to men and to women. And [
think Michael felt very strongly that he
wias a gay man who felt the most impor-
tant relationships of his life and most
sexual relationships of his life [at one
point] had actually been with women.”

Cunningham himself says sexual
identity was not at the center of Wooll's
emotional struggles. “It's hard 1o know
about Virginia Woolf,” he says. “She
hardly had sex at all. She had sex with
Leonard a couple of times after they
were marmied, and she couldn't manage
it. She had that big affair with Vita
[Sackville-West], but she and Vita had
sex only a couple of times with kind of
the same resull. She wies a mess."

The fact that the film version of The
Hours so defiantly refuses to define or
limit Woolfl or its other charmcters owes
much to director Daldry's vision. Sexual
finidity, he says, “just seems so natural
to me, so0 [ don't =ee it as something that
I wiould hawve to consider [uwmsual].”

Daldry is, after all, the man whose
first film was filly Elict, which still has
queer viewers debating whether its 11-
year-old ballet dancer protagonist grows
up to be gay. The film toys with that
question—DBilly kisses a boy and rejects
a girl—but declines to answer it

Just as Hilly Eiliot cannot be pinned
down as a gay coming-of-age story, The
Huowrs 1sn't about lesbians through histo-
ry. It's about the desperaie need every-
one has to control their own destingy,

| mainstream journalists assume he has

“An
in the film about
sexuality tries

to be honest to
what the book was
about,” says Hours

ything that is

screenwriter David

Rabe, “and honest
indeed to what
Virginia Woolf

herself was about.”

about being open to all possibilities,
even those that may dely traditional no-
tions of sexual identity. [t's a theme that
Daldry himsell embodies: An Adist the-
ater director in the 19#s—his An 'n-
spector Calfs won him a Tony in 1994—
Daldry did an interdew in Chet with his
then partner, set designer Ian MacNeil
The two later split up, and Daldry mear-
red performance artist Lucy Sexton.

Cunningham, however, dismisses talk
about Daldry's personal life in favor of
praising his innate talent. *I think
Stephen's sexuality is actually as inci-
dental as David Hare's is,” says the au-
thor, (Hare is straight. ) “Stephen is fear-
less, andd he's hugely ambitious in all the
right ways. He wants to make the
higgest, most idiosyncratic, beautiful
things he possibly can, And that's all |
ask for in an artist of any kind.”

As Moore warmly puts it, “He's, like,
deconstructed gay,”

When asked about his own sexuality,
Daldry seems happy to clear the air—
perhaps becanse, now that he's mamied,

disavowed his gay past. *What's so
funny is when people say, 'Oh, does that
mean vou'ne not gay anymore® " he says.
“And you go, 'Oh, give me a break. What
do you mean? We wanted to have kids!
We thought we'd get mamied and have
kids. We're allowed to do anything. 1
refuse to be boxed in to the idea that,
M, mo, Fean't have Eds couse M goy.
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Virginia Woolf, in a phofograph taken in 1902

I can have kids if I'm gay, And [ can also |
get marrtied arvd have a Guntastic Nife. !

“Yes,” he continues, speaking frmly.
“To all questions [having to do] with my
marriage, the answer (o everything is
yes, Do 1 have sex with my wife? Yes. s
it a real marmiage? Yes, Am 1 gav? Yes,

“1 think about the notion of being gay
and the notion of sexuality. You know,
yvou can look at a room with any group
of people, whatever the group of people
is or however they would define them-
sefves, and it's so hard to box people in,
I fined these days, People’s sexuality (eels
s0 diverse and so particular and so ex-
traordinary to me that the labels that we
try to put on people feel more and more
redundant. But mavbe that's just from
my own subjective personality.”

His frankness served Daldry well in
guiding three major performers (o some
of their best work. Streep embraces one
of her fullest contemporany roles; Moore
besutifully distinguishes Laura from her
other Hs housewife this awards season,
her Oscar-nominated turn in Todd
Haynes's Far From Heaven, and Kid-
man relishes the chance to imbue her-
self with the spirit of one of the 20th
century’s greatest writers.

Losing herselfl in the role was es-
sential to Kidman, since she feels it
can be destructive for an actor to be
too attached to his or her real-life self,
“to the way you are, who you are, to
youur identity in the world. 1 mean, »
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that's the reason [ became an actor,”
she says, laughing, “to escape that, |
definitely don't want to be myself.”

Cunningham, for one, was thrilled to
see Kidman's absorption into the part.
“1 was oxcited about all three of them,”
aays Cunningham. “But I think 1 had
the most questions about Nicole. 1 love
Nicole, but could she play Virginia
Woolf? Yeah, she was great in Mowlin
Rowuge, but ean she play a dazeling sui-
cidal genins?

Kidman goes even further: “A lot of
times, when you get told, ‘Oh, this was a
ey woman, or she was mad, or she
was incredibly willful,' it becomes very,
viery black-and-white,” she says. “And 1
think Virginia was gray. Everything is
about her search and her truth. And 1
love that she was so truthful about her
demons, about her desires, about the
things that terrified her, and [ wanted to
depict that and also her love of life, And
Michael [Cunningham] really has
summed this up well when he says,
“This is a woman who as much as she
grappled with and thought about death,
she loved life."”

Striking that balance in her perfor-
mance has made Kidman the Oscar
front-runner for Best Actress, which
confirms the impression of many view-
ers that the she has blossomed from a
movie star to an actor of great stature

15 MobGarvey fram

by capturing Woolf's essence, Describ-
ing Woolf as a woman of “fragility
mixed with strength,” Kidman credits
Daldry's encouragement for her break-
through work in the role.

It's a role that could well have influ-
enced the direction of her life, “I'd love
to write a novel,” she says. “1 don't see
myself doing this for the rest of my
life.” Perhaps unconsciously echoing
The Houwrs' message about the impaor-
tance of life's great choices, she contin-
ues: “T think I'll go and move to Europe
eventually. I'd love to get my degree in
philosophy. So many things I'd love to
do: become a really superb cook and
have some sort of greal bohemian exis-
tence where | could live with 30 or 40
people coming and going in a big es-
tate in Tuscany or something.”

Like a commune? “I know it sounds
ridiculously hippie,” says Kidman,
“but I do kind of love that. I love being
around people and music and kids, 1
think we're too isolated. People go
and live in their own little place, and
think it's sort of nice to be around a
lot of people.”™

For the moment, though, Kidman is
still fielding acting offers, reportedly
including Rudin’s The Stepford Wives
remake (with a script by Paul Rud-
nick), the Bewilched movie, and a

project with openly gay French diree-
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tor Francois Crzon. And she'd certainly
take a call from Daldry. “I'm dying to
work with him again,” she says, not only
because he's good with actors, but “be-
cause he is also just kind.”

For Streep, much of what Daldry did
that made The Howrs work took place
after the flming wrapped. “Part of the
mastery of this was done after the ac-
tors were all gone,” she says, “We all did
our best. We worked our little heinies
off. But [ think the editing was just
magic. And [Daldry] had a greal seript.
Structurally, it didn’t change [from
scripl to screen]. But that process of
howe it will all fit together was definitely
more exclusive, more separated from
the actors.”

And the actors, Streep reminds us,
were largely separate from each other,
doing most of their work in separate
cities at different times. It was a very
weird experience to see it eventually,”
Streep notes, “It was much less collabo-
rative than other things 've done. And
that was a little frustrating. But it
worked out great.”

For David Hare, the fragmentation
of Cunningham's book was a welcome
challenge. “I was a little bit spooked by
the fact that everybody else seemed to
regard this book as incredibly difficult
to adapt,” he says, “and [ began o
think, What's wrong with me that [
can't see whal the problem 57 And |
think that it's true that I'm very blithe
about subject matter. I've written plays
about the Chinese Revolution and aid
to the Third World. So literary suicide
doesn'l seem to me an especially diffi-
cult project. But | can see, now that the
film is made, that it's absolutely incred-
ible that a film on such a serious sub-
ject is in fact in hundreds of cinemas in
America, and that's basically a tribute
to Scott and to Stephen.”

Unusually for a screenwriter, Hare
stayed with the film throughout the
production, often being on set to trim
or tweak or add new scenes. He can't
imagine doing it any other way again.
“For me, The Hours was the best
working experience I've had as a
sereenwriter,” says Hare. “Stephen has
an incredible gift for going to the emo-
tional heart of material in a way that
makes ostensibly difficult subjects
completely accessible,”

That emotional accessibility is per-
haps the most crucial achievement in =
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lifting The Hours out of the realm of
“gay film” and into the company of more
universal literary adaptations. Maybe it's
the film's seriousness that causes pro-
ducer Rudin to insist that many of his
own lighter, more comic works have a
more tangible gay sensibility.

“Movies like Sister Act and Clucless
and First Wives Club, to me, are much
more ‘gay movies' than The Hoos," he
says. Nevertheless, Rudin was savvy
enough regarding The Howrs” compli-
cated sexual and emotional themes to
hire the one director he thought could
make the movie resonate with all kinds
of viewers, When he offered Daldry the
Job, Rudin recalls, “Hilly Elfiol hadn't
been released. He was still working on
it. But 1 felt the subject [of The Howrs)
would be personal to him and he would
be able to make it smart and political
and emotional.”

If any aspect of The Houwrs can be
gaid to best embody that emotional in-
telligence and richness, it is the echoing
woman-to-woman kisses that punctuate
the film: Woolls hungry, unexpected
kiss of her sister; Laura's thoughtful,
caring kiss of her stunning neighbor;
and Clarissa's kiss of her lover, Sally.

Ag Hare says after dismissing “gay”
and “straight” as “fantastically old-fash-
ioned” categorizations, “The three kiss-
o5 in the film—obviously they're all am-
biguous. They're not sexual kisses;
they're not unsexual kisses. But [Cun-
ningham] was trying, like Virginia
Wooll, to show the way in which sexu-
ality is woven into people's lives at
some quite profound level.”

Listen closely when Kidman's Woolf
is about to kiss her sister, Vanessa (Mi-
randa Richardson), and you can hear
her gasping for air as if trying to claim
Vanessa's vitality for her own. “It's this
strange act of cannibalism,” Daldry
says. “There is almost this need for Vi
ginia to suck the life oul of her, to suck
the life that she wants—ihe life in all its
varied comlons and confidence—out of
her sister. And the idea that that aggres-
sion, or that extreme act of need,
should be expressed through a kiss just
seems perfect to me.”

Kidman speaks passionately about
that moment: “She needs her, needs her
so desperately.” Kidman confesses that
she decided for hersell what she
thought Woolf™s sexuality was—but
prefers not to state the conclusion she
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reached. “However you want to describe
the love, the desire for her sister is
mixed in with the jealousy [of her sis-
ter's stahle family life].”

Moore's Laura also initiates a kiss in
part out of envy when she realizes the
one thing her neighbor most wants and
can't have—a child—is the one thing she
hersell wishes to be free from. “It's also
about love, and it's also sexual,” says
Moore. “l mean, the kisses are emblemiat-
ie in a sense; emblematic of contact, of
real, true intimacy—a moment of con-
nection that's pretty intense. That's the
way we all feel, We don't take kisses
lightly. No one does, really, They're not
casyl=—to kind of toawch somebody that
way is a truly intimate, very personal
thing to do, so thev're incredibly mean-
inghul, all the kisses"”

Hare agrees. “The film, like the book
in a way, is organized around those
three kisses,” he says. “That gave a won-
derful structure to me as a writer. There
were three women getting up, three un-
expected visits; there were three crises,
three kisses, and then three women
going to bed—and the three kisses.
When I've discussed [the kisses] with
people, | think they understand that
they're not one particular thing. Each of
those three kisses comes out of pro-
foumd need.”

But it's no accident that the final
kiss—the first one that is truly re-
ciprocated—is between two women

i a playful kiss trom Michael Cunningham at the bolden blabe Awands in January

in a long-term relationship.

Streep says that she loved working
with Janney, who created a full charac-
fer just by walking into a room. “T don't
know how she does it,” says Streep, who
lamented the fact that their complex re-
lationship wasn't presented as fully in
the mowvie a5 it was in the book. Siill,
whal better proof could there be of the
movie's ability to transcend labels and
embrace the emotional vibranee of non-
traditional sexuality” Of making cholces
and connections that fulfill the truths we
feel about ourselves? Our reward [or
diving into the turmoil of Wooll's menial
angnish, Laura’s harrowing decision,
and Richard's brave goodbye to Clarissa
is that one passionate connection be-
tween two WoImen.

“Part of the jourmey of Meryl Streep's
character,” says Daldry, *is to find and to
celebrate onee again that the positive
things in her life are in fact staring her in
the face and so she should look at them.”

Hare explains it even more suecinet-
lv. “Well, I wanted the third kiss to be a
kiss of love,” he sayvs simply, “and, as it
were, to conclude the picture.” B

Michael (riltz is a vegulor comtritnetor
fo severul periodicals, including the
MNew York Post. Additional veporting
tny Bratee C. Steede

B /= Find outiakey frem fhese ociusivg inherviews with the
(B oters ol The Hows 2t www advocate.com
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