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    Grey  prıde
Sir ian McKellen returnS to Middle-earth:  

“i rather liKe the idea of Gandalf  
waKinG up under a hedGe...” 

w o r d s  nick de semlyen    p h o t o g r a p h y  matt holyoak
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wizard is never late, nor is he early: 
he arrives precisely when he means to. Even so, as he strides into 
the Knightsbridge hotel suite on a sunny September morning, 
Sir Ian McKellen feels the need to apologise for his tardiness.  
As it transpires, Gandalf  — the Grey Pilgrim, Stormcrow, 
mighty Mithrandir of Middle-earth — has been attempting to 
sync his iPad. 

“I’m not really of the 21st century,” he shrugs, having 
seemingly failed in this particular quest. “Mind you, blogging  
— I think I invented blogging. I was certainly one of the first  
to be keeping a regular public diary. But as like as not, the iPad 
runs out of juice because I forget to plug it in.”  

Still, the inability to cue up Jetpack Joyride doesn’t seem  
a major bother. “I was rather encouraged recently when I was 
doing the Paralympics opening ceremony (McKellen made  
a speech as Prospero, then danced on stage to Orbital). I met 
Stephen Hawking and we couldn’t communicate because his 
computer had broken down. It works through his blinking.  
And if  Stephen Hawking’s computer can break down, that  
gives me hope. I don’t feel so bad.”

When you meet McKellen, you get two wizards for the price 
of one. Start him off on the knotted majesty of the Mirkwood 
forest set or the sheer awfulness of the punk tunes Elijah Wood 
likes to blast in the make-up trailer — “We brokered a deal, 
where he could have 15 minutes of music and then I could  
have 15 minutes of no music” — and he’ll regard you with the 
solemn gaze of Gandalf  The White. More frequently, while 
telling a story like the above, his eyes twinkle with the roguish 
warmth of Gandalf  The Grey. 

This dichotomy is echoed by his outfit: a crisp blue shirt, 
offset by a green chunk of unshaped New Zealand jade that 
hangs on a necklace, plus stripy socks more vibrantly hued than 
you might expect to see on a knight. After his interview with 
Empire, he’s heading to Pinewood Studios to slip into an ADR 
(Additional Dialogue Recording) booth, where Lord Of The 
Rings and Hobbit screenwriter Philippa Boyens will appear via 
videoscreen from the southern hemisphere to guide him through 
the looping of some lines. 

“Honestly, I don’t know why we’re doing it,” McKellen says, 
not grouchily but with genuine puzzlement. “We had to do it last 
time because the whole of Lord Of The Rings was filmed inside 
a paint factory which didn’t have sound-proofing against the 
airport next door. But this time we were in a state-of-the-art, air-
conditioned, heated facility. So why we’re doing it I don’t know.”

This actor, now 73, is not one for gushing baloney about 
joyous shoots and colleagues who are also “family”. He clearly 
has great respect for both the material and his collaborators, but 
is happy to point out the less enjoyable aspects of his return to 
Middle-earth too. Like the very first time he stepped onto the 
Hobbit set, back in March 2011. >

• Once more unto the 
breach: Ian McKellen 
returns as Gandalf.
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“I had a miserable day. In order to shoot the dwarves and 
large Gandalf, we couldn’t be in the same set. So they were all  
in one and I was alone in a different, greenscreen one, with  
both cameras enslaved and doing the same moves. All I had for 
company were 13 photographs of the dwarves, on top of stands, 
with little lights — whoever’s talking flashes up. But the photos 
were headshots of the actors, who I had only met in their dwarf 
get-ups, so that wasn’t much help. Pretending you’re with 13 
other people when you’re on your own, it stretches your technical 
ability to the absolute limits. And I cried, actually. I cried. Then  
I said out loud, ‘This is not why I became an actor.’ Unfortunately 
the microphone was on and the whole studio heard.”

If you’re now so outraged that you’re considering launching  
a charity for wizards’ rights, you’ll be pleased to hear that the 
story has a happy ending. “The next day I went into my little 
tent and it had all been decorated beautifully,” McKellen smiles. 
“Remnants of Rivendell, carpets and cushions, fresh fruit and 
flowers, things that were hanging. It was lovely.”

The only Lord Of The Rings star to receive an Oscar 
nomination for his performance, McKellen is also 
the only member of the original Fellowship to be 
part of this new, larger, more height-challenged 
group of adventures. Not just a point of continuity, 

he is in many ways the heart and soul of Peter Jackson’s Middle-
earth. And there was never, he says, any question about whether 
he would return. 

“The negatives were: I’ve done that part and do I want to be 
away from home for a long time over the next two or three years? 
The positives were: I don’t want anyone else to play Gandalf,  
I enjoy going to New Zealand and I have fun working on these 
films. So it wasn’t a difficult decision to make. It was just that 
you never knew when you were going to make it.”

He patiently waited out the tumults of preproduction: 
quibbles with the studio, Guillermo del Toro’s coming and 
going, union troubles, Jackson’s perforated ulcer, probably  
a rabid, on-the-loose Sumatran rat-monkey or two. He stopped 
accepting major film roles, though he did appear in a short-lived 
TV reboot of The Prisoner. And all that time McKellen, not one 
to delve into the Tolkien appendices or study runes by moonlight, 
had not the foggiest what shape the Hobbit films would take. 

“I don’t even know what the shape is now!” he wonders, 
iconic eyebrows arched. “Nobody ever saw a script. It wasn’t 
until the last week of shooting that we were told it was going  
to be three films. So I don’t know how Gandalf  is placed.”  
He suspects, though, that like Fellowship, first instalment  
An Unexpected Journey will be the most wizard-heavy. “He’s  
off  chatting to various people, you know? And doing things,  
out of concern for the state of Middle-earth and how the 
dwarves’ journey might upset it, which introduces a darker  
side to the story.”

He remains tight-lipped on the subject of Dol Guldur 
(translation: “the hill of sorcery”), the fetid fastness of evil  
that Gandalf  dares to probe on his lonesome. This might  
be because he doesn’t actually know yet what foul beasts  
he’ll run into: “You probably know more than I do. We don’t  
get to see the creatures until the premiere.” But he does reveal 
that at one point he will be rescued by Radagast The Brown,  
the only man in Middle-earth to own a sleigh pulled by six 
oversized bunnies.

The addition of the lovably kooky Radagast, played by 
McKellen’s old pal Sylvester McCoy, turns An Unexpected 
Journey into that rarest of things: a buddy-wizard movie. He’s 
Riggs to Gandalf’s Murtaugh, only with birds in his hair instead 
of a gun under the pillow. 

“He’s a curious thing and that appeals to Gandalf’s inquiring 
nature,” says McKellen. “Saruman, who’s up to no good but not 
quite as disturbed as he is in Lord Of The Rings, has no time for 

Radagast. He thinks he’s gone right off  the rails. But he’s  
really just a simple person, in touch with nature and animals  
and birds, who he can communicate with. He lives a solitary life 
and Gandalf  sends him off on little jobs.”

McKellen is pleased to have the company, not least because 
it’s company that’s the same height. “With almost everyone else, 
invariably I’m on a platform, looking at someone’s belt while 
they look at the top of my hat.” But he does lament the fact that 
the eccentric Radagast makes him, by default, the sensible one.

“I had hoped that in this movie we might see Gandalf  a little 
bit off-duty,” he says, with a glimmer of a grin. “You never see 
him washing, do you? No-one seems to wash in Middle-earth. 
And I rather like the idea of seeing Gandalf  waking up under  
a hedge, where he’s spent the night, and taking the straw out of his 
hair. Maybe stripping off  and we discover he’s tattooed from his 
neck downwards. Then him having a long pee against a big tree.”

It’s not entirely clear whether he’s joking or not. There might 
still be time to shoot that next year, we venture. “Well, I’ve 
dropped enough hints about it. Peter was actually rather 
sympathetic to the idea...”

    

The idea of this production as an endless thespian 
knees-up, all picnics in Parekura Bay and orc soirées, 
is an eagle’s flight from the truth, it seems. “It’s a little 
bit frustrating,” McKellen says. “All these terrific 
people were out there, but I didn’t get to work with 

them. I have a fight with Barry Humphries, playing the Goblin 
[King], but he wasn’t around. I didn’t get to work with Stephen 
Fry or Benedict Cumberbatch. Ian Holm and Christopher Lee 

both did their work here. I did get a little bit to do with Billy 
Connolly. And the gorgeous Bret McKenzie, one of The Flying 
Conchords (sic), is back as Fidget. Not Fidget... Figwit.”

McKellen also shared a scene with Cate Blanchett for the first 
time. “We have a rather tender moment in which she reminds 
Gandalf  that she’s there to help,” he says. “And that develops 
into what some people may mistake as a romantic moment, 
where she puts my hair back in place and I touch her hand.”

He also spars with Richard Armitage as dishy dwarf leader 
Thorin, a kind of snack-sized Aragorn. “It’s Thorin, not 
Gandalf, driving this quest. Gandalf  is not quite certain that the 
quest is the right thing to be doing. It is, after all, just rescuing 
some money. He also has doubts that Thorin is up to the job.  
But every suggestion Gandalf  makes seems to be rejected.”

Bickering, battling and making pipe-weed rollies takes its toll. 
Like his iPad, McKellen found himself  in need of recharging. “If   
I can, I’ll sleep. It’s not always easy sleeping in the full make-up, 
but I had an excellent bed in my trailer and I have a knack of 
being able to drop off. If  I can’t, I read a paper, do the Sudoku.” 

That or pop across the soundstage to give his director some 
shit. “The relationship I have with Peter is often making each 
other laugh,” he says. “He’s always had time to just have a joke.” 

Recalling recent jests, McKellen transforms from White to 
Grey. “There was a mocked-up doll of Gandalf  that Galadriel 
was carrying — she obviously couldn’t carry me — and we 
decided to call it Michael Gambon. But our regular joke is,  
I’ll step onto the set and say, ‘Has John Hurt arrived yet to  
play Gandalf, Peter? No? Oh well... I’d better do it myself.’”    
nick@empiremagazine.com

how the MaKe-up teaM  
turned bacK tiMe...

> “It hasn’t become any easIer,” peter kIng 
confesses with a philosophical shake of the head. “In fact, 
we’ve been saying that this film is much more difficult than 
The Lord Of The Rings.” As make-up and hair designer for 
13 dwarves (whose thatches of baroque facial hair work as an 
extension of their troublesome personalities) plus scale and 
stunt doubles, his ingenuity has been tested to its limits. “That’s 
90 sets of high-maintenance wigs, prosthetics or masks, 
beards, everything,” he moans. “And that’s just the start…”

Something Rings never faced was the sensitive issue  
of making films set 60 years before the last trilogy while 
many of its participants are a decade older. As King explains, 
solving the issue of age has been as much about the prudent 
use of sticky-tape as digital technology. 

Gandalf, already ancient, required only subtle alterations. 
“Before he had white hair and bushy eyebrows,” says King, 
“and we let the natural colour of his face come through. 
We’ve tried to hide it a bit more here.” They’ve also groomed 
Ian McKellen’s brows, and made them slightly darker. 

The younger members of the Rings cast proved to be  
a bigger challenge. “Orlando has got married and has kids 
now,” King notes of Bloom’s Legolas, who will return for The 
Desolation Of Smaug, “and when you look at the first movie, 
most women would be jealous — he’s so smooth. Now he’s 
not anymore. So we’ve had pull things back. He’s also got 
quite pronounced bags now.” They will be removed digitally. 

And while he might be over 3,000 years old, even Elrond 
was not immune to a touch of elven nip and tuck. “They put 
these things under your wig-line,” says Hugo Weaving, “and 
then just sort of pull your forehead back so it’s like plastic 
surgery has happened.” This can have some unforeseen 
dramatic consequences — sets become hot and actors will 
sweat: “Suddenly you’ll feel this ping on one side,” laughs 
Weaving, “and it looks like I’ve had a stroke.” IAN NATHAN
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• Ian McKellen, 
photographed at the 
Mandarin Oriental 
hotel, Knightsbridge,  
September 11, 2012.

“This stretched  
my technical ability 
to the limits.  
I actually cried.”

• Make-up wizard Peter King. 
Left: Actual wizard Gandalf.


