
	
		
			WALK THE TALK

			SERGI LÓPEZ “The stereotype of the sexy man is changing”

			BY ANNA MURGADAS I VALL DOSERA

			Sergi López is one of the best-known Catalan actors in the world. He went to Paris to study theatre and came back to Spain as one of the icons of French auteur film. Regarded as one of the most appealing actors on the European scene, and an outspoken proponent of independence for Catalonia, besides cameras and sets he has now ventured into the restaurant business. When his calendar permits, you’re likely to find him at Negrefum, the restaurant he opened in Vilanova i la Geltrú (Barcelona), the city where he was born and lives.
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			Do all you famous actors have to open a restaurant? Yes, it’s required. At acting schools they tell you that theatre is a joke and what really matters is filling your belly (laughter).

			Perhaps the good life is too closely intertwined with show business...  I don’t know. I personally have a lot of respect for the restaurant business. For years I’ve been eating at good restaurants with my two other partners in Negrefum, Jordi Trillas and Joan Pujol, with the excuse of my making films. I always said that we should set up a restaurant that we like in Vilanova i la Geltrú, a restaurant where, for example, the wine list only had wines from Catalonia, not out of nationalism but so that we could identify better with it.

			Successful actor, restaurateur... but weren’t you supposed to end up being a street sweeper? Oh yeah, that’s right! That’s what my father used to tell me when I was young and doing my 10th year at school for the third time. If he had told me that I’d work shut up in an office I would have freaked out, so that’s why I didn’t find the prospect of being a street sweeper so awful. Back then, I did amateur theatre with my friends. One day I got home late and my father was glaring at me. To stop him, it occurred to me to tell him that that was a very important day in my life, that I had decided to become a theatre professional. “You want to go into theatre?” he said. “Fine, theatre. Just do something – it doesn’t matter!” When I woke up I realized that I’d have to give it a try.

			But weren’t your parents worried about how you’d earn a living? No, my parents never worried about that because I never asked them for a penny. At that time I had a great job. I acted as a guide for foreign kids who came to Vilanova i la Geltrú to learn Catalan. They studied all day long, and my job was to take them out for drinks in the evening and organise the weekend outings. With the money I earned I was able to travel to Paris to study theatre at Jacques Lecoq’s school.

			And you got your first break there, but it was film, not theatre... There was a secretary at the school who was married to a Catalan, so I was kind of her pet. She gave me an advert: “Director looking for an actor with Spanish accent to star in first film”. At first I doubted whether my Catalan accent would work, but actually when French people say Spanish accent what they mean is a southern accent. An Italian or Portuguese accent would work just as well... Manuel Poirier and I really got on well and he kept offering me bit parts for five years. Then one day he asked me to co-star in Western, which won the audience award at the Cannes Film Festival. And it’s like suddenly I became a film actor, as if I hadn’t been one before.

			“My father told me I’d end up as a street sweeper”

			So which do you think catapulted you to fame more, Western or With a Friend like Harry... I got my start in the auteur film scene with Western, but Harry made me more famous. I’m still Harry on the street in France. I won the César, the prize for best European actor, and Canal+ has shown the film seven or eight times. Even the line “un ami qui vous veut du bien” [from the title in French: Harry, un ami qui vous veut du bien] has ended up becoming a catchphrase. I remember once the sports newspaper L’Equip mentioned a coach who had brought his team to ruin and they called him “un ami qui vous veut du bien”.

			So are these two phenomena comparable to other hits, like Pan’s Labyrinth or Isabel Coixet’s Map of the Sounds of Tokyo? It’s hard to compare them. In terms of ticket sales, Western sold 1,500,000 in France, which is huge, it’s amazing. But here, Coixet’s film sold 500,000 and we’re really happy with that. Obviously the French market is bigger... Over time you realise that the number of spectators is pretty relative. The first film I made with Poirier premiered in just one cinema in Paris, and even though it didn’t have a huge audience, it did become a cult film.

			Don’t take it wrong, but how have you gotten the French, as picky as they are, to overlook your accent? Well, we’ve gradually come to terms with each other, the French de la langue and a Catalan individual used to seeing his accent as a handicap. Here all you have to say is buenos días and they’ve got you pegged as a Catalan. Then suddenly it turns out that the accent is charming. At first I thought that I wouldn’t have more than a few bit parts as a construction worker, bullfighter or thief, which was what I was being offered, but the unexpected kept happening and I was offered roles that were meant for other local actors. Many directors and scriptwriters tell me for strong roles, the cheeky ones, my accent gave a bit of foreign naturalness that makes them easier to swallow. It’s curious because it’s obvious that I speak French with an accent, yet I’m as much a part of their collective imagination as if I were French myself. There are other examples, too, like Jane Birkin... 

			Yes, just like her, the French have turned you into a sex symbol, like a European George Clooney... Well, a somewhat less polished version of George Clooney (laughter). I wouldn’t be able to tell you where that comes from either.

			“I thought that in France I would only have some parts as a construction worker, bullfighter or thief” 

			The myth of the working class hunk perhaps? It has something to do with that, but I think that there are other factors at play, too. First, luckily for both men and women, the stereotype of the sexy man is changing. Not too long ago I premiered a film with Kristin Scott Thomas, Leaving, a history of passion that a more physical Latino would have been cast in ten years ago. Now they were looking for a character who is a good listener, who’s affectionate, who follows his lover even though he sees she’s veering off-course. The character is both masculine and feminine at the same time. Most of the films I’ve made have been rather like this; even the ones where you can’t see anything have somehow had a sexual element.

			Not to mention the ones where you can see something, which is quite a few of them...  You deal with that when you act. In my personal life I’m actually rather shy and not much of an exhibitionist. Plus, it’s not like I’m really happy with the body I’ve been given, but it’s different when you act. There are times I read scripts and can’t imagine myself in the role. Now I’m premiering a film by the Larrier brothers where I appear naked, plus in a close-up which is actually totally embarrassing.

			But you’re not embarrassed at all expressing your political opinions in public. Don’t the French and Spanish criticise you for your pro-independence stance? In France they are amused by it; it’s like saying I’m Alsatian, so they don’t really know what I’m talking about... Back in the first film I made with Poirier, there was a scene where we were having dinner at my girlfriend’s house and her parents asked me if I was Spanish. I began to improvise, telling them that actually I was Catalan and that it’s not the same thing... 

			Is it more than a question of accents? I am what I am. My life and my profession are not national statements, but my identity is what it is. That’s all. The other day a fervent supporter of Catalan independence suggested that I make a film about Jaume I [an early king of Catalonia]. But what if it’s poorly written? Or badly filmed? I don’t make film for nationalistic purposes; I’m interested in making good films that say something new, that try to change the world.

			When I say that you’re a Catalan without a complex I was also referring to more explicit support, like the kind you’ve lent recently to the consultations on independence held in several Catalan towns... Yeah, yeah, but that’s become public knowledge only recently. The other day I did a chat in El Mundo and the word ‘independence’ kept popping up in many of the questions, but that’s a fairly recent phenomenon. Someone must have said somewhere that I’m in favour of Catalonia’s independence, even though I’ve never hidden it! Until now I’ve approached the topic with a great deal of humour, and I assume that the people I’ve dealt with have somehow forgiven me. I don’t get embroiled in conflict, and I’ve always been bothered by the idea of being Catalan as opposed to Spanish and French, that you have to be anti-Spanish or anti-French to be Catalan. The belligerence of the pro-independence side can be tiring, too. We need a discourse closer to Pep Guardiola’s [the Barça coach]: persevere.

			“I’ve never hidden that I support independence for Catalonia”

			But aren’t you afraid that the Spanish film industry will turn its back on you? I don’t know if it will ignore me. I don’t find much in Spain, but honestly I don’t really care. I’m lucky enough to have studied with Lecoq, and now I’ve made Non Solum with Jorge Picó and a box of melons, you know? When I told my father that I wanted to be an actor, my intention was to do theatre. My dream wasn’t to make films and see my name in the limelight. I wanted to be one of those veteran actors in Barcelona, one of those 70-year-olds who thrive on the theatre. I wouldn’t mind if no one ever gave me a role in a film again; I’d look for a job, I’d do something. On the other hand, I do wonder why they see independence as such a negative thing... 

			Come on...  Newspapers’ independence, for example, is not a bad thing. Children’s independence, women’s independence... Well, it’s the opposite of dependence! Depending on something and not being able to fully realise yourself, it’s a drag. I have a saying for Catalans that I always think should appear somewhere: didn’t we agree that we’re a nation? So everyone is in favour of independence, right? How can you think that Catalonia is a nation and not want it to be independent? In Catalonia today, many people realise that we can want independence without that meaning that we’re going to get involved in a civil war or kick out everyone named González... or López! It’s all really quite simple: reach an agreement, talk, vote, decide. It’s not so exceptional; the hard work will come afterward, when we’ll have to decide what to do... 

			+INFO

			Sergi López at IMBD www.imdb.com/name/nm0530365/

			Filmografia a Cinemacatalà.net www.cinemacatala.net/ActorsPublic2.php?id=89

			Acadèmia del cinema català www.academiadelcinema.cat/es.html

			Suport al manifest del 13-D (vilaweb.cat) tinyurl.com/yl5z9t9

			Encuentros digitales (elmundo.es) www.elmundo.es/encuentros/invitados/2009/10/3859/
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