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Playing
with fire

Philip Seymour Hoffman tells
Robbie Collin about his new screen role as
an L Ron Hubbard-style spiritual leader

rom the roof of the Hotel

Topped by plump dnmes and with
elegant horseshoe arches munning
down its flanks, from the autmde it

. looks like some ancient Moorish
temple: But this faded palace,
perched on the outer of a
sandbar that divides the Venetian
Iag:}unﬁwnﬂ:ﬁﬂi]atc Sea, was in
fact built in 1908 by a shrewd hotel
consortinm. It's a monument to
nothing, save itself.

In the hotel’s cool and cavernous
Sala Stucchi, underneath an
enormous chandelier festooned with
ﬂ:ﬁ Murano glass lt:lueﬁ;k, sits an
Hoffman, the 45-year-old Oscar- _

winning actor, is wearing an olive
g;eanhaseba]l cap and a striped
own pole shirt, on which there
are some splodges of olive oil, or
perhaps sun cream.

‘There’s a risk that
people will be annayed,
but I hope they will see

the film for what it is’

than & mild)
T
S]JlJuldmlllgB avting ever go belly-up,
he could carve out a quite lucrative
ﬁ.lﬁ.me as a cult leader.

ng his followers is Joaguin
‘Phoemx‘s Freddie Quell, a tortured
ex-naval officer te for
purpose after the Second World
War chewed him to gristle. Phoenix
gives a performance of such acid
intensity that Hoffman admits he
ocx:asiom]lir felt uneasy around him
on set; not maﬂ;vheﬂlﬂletwo
actors were a t scene
in San Pedm prlsurn anraﬁiw

Iav‘aiory

“Joaquin was inside that guy all
the time, and he had to stay there,
because when you away from a
role like that, you don’t want to go
back,” he says. “But when we shot
that scene, it didn’t feel like some
crazy leader and his disciple. It was

us crackpot.
role in

two grown men who love each other
and whose relatios a]rnost
symbiotic, and in

Before its world at the
Venice Film Festival ]ast month,
director Paul as SO
described The Master as a “love

story” between Quell and Dodd, and
many of ﬂ]ei.r scenes carry a teasing
after a particularly

He does not appear to have shaved
in days, maybe weeks, and&lewhole

lower half of his face and er neck
mﬂed@dv:ﬁgﬂﬁymlm His
eyebrows, like two ginger cal
ﬁtmmmit:l—e'x\eep\‘.cu\o\l'a'rd_e.1‘1::1.313‘::31[!1;s
B e

“We all wake up every morning
and wonder why we can't just run
through the streets

having
sex with whoever we like,” he says,
with some conviction. “There'’s a
. voice inside all of us that says, ‘Ahh,
screw it, T don’t want to keep a lid on
it any longer.

“If you can convince people that
you can free them from that urge,”
he says, rapping on the table,
“you've got it made.”

Hoffman is the star — or more
accurately, the co-star— of The
£ Tz ant i gl the snnic.

just that. He gnomic
Grand Poobah of a religious
movement called The Cause wlm:h,
in the unsettled, uncertain Fifties, is
growing in numbers and
e amimcsmtl,
we don’t hear it for
at least an hour: until ﬂ‘lBI?]‘:JS
c’asmples simply call him the Master.
Even though Dodd is nothing more

intense “programming” session, for
example, the pair share a cigarette
with post-coital geniality. (“I swear
when we were doing that it didn’t
feel near as wild as it
looks,” he chuckles.)

And th ere s an. extra of
st e 2
maumd when ﬁnderson
began work on the film in 2009,
the character of Dodd is based
heavily on L Ron Hubbard, the
controversial founder of the
Church of Scientology.

Like Hubbard, Dodd claims his
ﬁa{ 2?;31 mt:f.ﬂt ﬂrin]f:se.'s bath

it mental, an grills
his followers with a series of
seemingly random questions in a
rnanmr?ot unlike Scientology’
auditing exercises, Dodd’s eldest son
Val denounces him as a fraud, just as
Hubbard’s eldest son L Ron Jor did
in a 1983 interview. Dodd, like
Hubbard, relocates from America to
an English country house in the late
Fifties. (Saint Hill Manor in West
Sussex remains the UK headquarters
of the Scientology movement.)

Anderson has downplayed
these connections: he counts Tom
Cruise, one of the Church’s most
famous adherents, as a friend,

and set up a private screening of
the film for him before its release.
Hoffman seems keener to discuss
the sub]ect, although he insists

that he and Anderson had no
intention of making “The L Ron
Hubbard Story".

“I didn’t want to make the movie
to —— those guys off,” he stresses.
“I wanted to make it because it's”

— he pauses and looks heavenwards
—“well,wn it’mheilof%ge.

“I don't have a against
Scientology. But Hubbard, who
started that movement at that point
in history, and had that excitement
argund him, is the kind of man who
would bewitch a damaged person
like Joaquin's character. And I think
that’s fascinating: you can tell a lot
abouit the lea.derfi:umthe kind of

background.
Scientologists” hol text, Dianetics,
nor did hegis ¥umse|£
for audit

“I read what I needed to read
but I didn't go further than that,
beeause I didn't want to do an
L Ron Hubbard impression,” he

says. “1 didn't want audiences to
thm.k it was a.strw,ght Hubbard
biopic, because it isn't”

Nor is Hoffman worried that the
(Scientology is ly acknowledged
to have manyh@n -profile
supporters in the American film
industry.) “I'm not saying ‘Hey

eve'drgb%dy,wn;:tandseéﬁe-ﬂdglter
and find out wi Suenfalogys
about,’ because that's not fair,” he
says. “So I'm sure I will still find

woﬂ{. There's a risk that le will
be sed, but I hope they will see

the film for what it is.”
Was he worried about teamy;

on other people’s dearly held
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