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It's good to be king

But 'Rings' hero Viggo Mortensen is moving on to 'Hidalgo'

By BRUCE WESTBROOK
Copyright 2004 Houston Chronicle
DALLAS -- For Viggo Mortensen, the journey toward stardom has been long, and it's not over yet. Since the Lord of the Rings trilogy made him world-famous in 2001, he's completed just one other film -- Hidalgo, due March 5 -- and now he's too busy promoting it to do much else. 

But like Aragorn, the soulful warrior-king he plays in Rings, Mortensen is a good soldier. Thoughtful, soft-spoken and humble as heroes and sex symbols go, he's known for painstaking devotion to his craft, including the extraneous process of publicizing it. 

"It's not about box office or awards," Mortensen said quietly as he leaned forward in his chair on a recent visit here. "It's about paying attention and getting something out of the (filmmaking) experience. It's also about realizing, `Man, I'm lucky. I was there. We did that.' " 

For Hidalgo, "there" meant locations in South Dakota, California and Morocco. Mortensen plays Frank T. Hopkins, a real-life 1890s cowboy who races his beloved mustang, Hidalgo, against larger Arabians in the Ocean of Fire -- a punishing 3,000-mile endurance contest in the Arabian desert. The old-fashioned action-adventure film, costing $90 million, comes from Disney/Touchstone. 

"We had the same sense of camaraderie on Hidalgo that we had on Lord of the Rings," said Mortensen, whose trim physique, chiseled chin and now-short sandy hair make him look younger than his 45 years. 

The actor holds strong political views and opposed the war in Iraq. Yet he balked when some critics found timely pertinence in the martial Rings trilogy, drawn from books written by J.R.R. Tolkien half a century ago. 

"I resented that," Mortensen said with a sigh. "Then I was painted as someone who was using the attention we got to get some political message of my own across. All I did was react. I never raised this issue." 

He also rejects the notion that Hidalgo has a political or religious subtext for today, despite its conflicts between an American and Middle Eastern Muslims. 

"The important thing about Hidalgo is that, like Rings, it's about self-sacrifice, friendship, love, compassion and finding a common ground," Mortensen said. "It's a straight-on movie with those values underneath. And the reactions so far (at preview screenings) -- from male, female, young, old, Muslim, Christian -- have been unanimously positive." 

Yet Hidalgo does echo existing cultural divides, especially when Arabs call the plain-spoken American an "infidel" or brand his horse a "mongrel" unworthy of their well-bred stallions. The Hopkins character, who is half-American Indian, reveres diversity, while his opponents assert racial purity. He extols free will and self-determination, while they embrace fatalism and Allah's divine will. 

"Some say this film connects to the situation in Iraq right now, but we were shooting in the Sahara before the war happened," Mortensen said. "That said, it was obvious then that the United States was going to invade, and I couldn't help but think about that while we were there. 

"But this story has no overt messages about that situation or anything else. Unlike some movies, it doesn't revisit old stereotypes and doesn't inflame. 

"Hidalgo is an American movie by one of the biggest Hollywood studios, and to have a movie come from that place and have its main character be a cowboy, an American archetype, who goes to the Third World and behaves with dignity and respect for others whether he agrees with them or not, well, you don't get that very often." 

Rings' cast became known for extending its on-screen fellowship to close friendships off-screen. With Hidalgo, Mortensen took that a step further. He bonded so deeply with TJ, the horse who plays the title role, that he purchased him. 

Mortensen, who was born in New York City but raised largely in South America, "rode a lot" as a boy, and he needed those skills for Rings and Hidalgo. Few actors since the heyday of Westerns have spent so much time in the saddle. 

He never thought of himself as a cowboy, "but it was a dream come true to play one after being sort of a medieval viking warrior in Lord of the Rings. I like horses, and if you like a particular horse, it makes the job much easier." 

The new film has the upbeat excitement of an Indiana Jones adventure, and the titular horse often steals the show with his amusingly human reactions. 

"We were lucky with TJ, who has a remarkable personality," Mortensen said. "He gave the impression by his reactions that he was jealous, possessive, encouraging or annoyed. There were no animatronics or effects. It was all the horse." 

TJ now lives near Mortensen's home in Topanga Canyon, outside Los Angeles, but will stay behind while the actor tours North and South America, Europe and Japan to promote Hidalgo. Since Mortensen's character carries the picture, he feels compelled to carry its torch. 

"We never did this much touring for Lord of the Rings," Mortensen said with an amazed look. "It was usually L.A. or New York, maybe London. I'm going to many more cities." 

Being the star of a major movie is a new experience for him. Like other Rings actors such as Orlando Bloom, Mortensen was a relative unknown before his stock soared on the strength of the epic fantasy. 

He'd worked steadily long before Rings, but mostly in supporting roles and rarely in major films. For every A Perfect Murder or Crimson Tide, he made duds such as Leatherface: Texas Chainsaw Massacre III or Demi Moore's G.I. Jane. 

Mortensen is too grounded to become giddy about his new stardom. 

"I don't think any studio would have entrusted me with the role of Frank T. Hopkins had it not been for the success of Lord of the Rings," he said. "Maybe if Hidalgo keeps having this reaction, I'll continue to have more opportunities than I used to." 

For now he's committed to no other roles. 

Acting is only a day job for this Renaissance man. Mortensen also is a poet, painter, photographer and musician, and he considers all these, like acting, part of one artistic process. 

Between acting gigs, he's recorded jazz albums, exhibited his photography in New York and published a book of poetry. He also loves to travel and speaks several languages fluently, including Rings' Elvish. Many stars can't get through an interview without a cigarette, but his only vices this day were a cup of tea and nibbles from a bowl of chocolates.

The son of a Danish father and an American mother, Mortensen graduated from St. Lawrence University in 1980 and studied acting in New York before making his film debut as an Amish farmer in 1985's Witness, starring Harrison Ford. 

From 1987 to '97 he was married to Exene Cervenka, lead singer for the acclaimed L.A. punk band X. They have a 15-year-old son, Henry, whom Mortensen considers his best friend -- and without whose encouragement he might not have taken his Rings role. 

Mortensen immersed himself in his work during the trilogy's mammoth 18-month shoot in New Zealand. During off-hours, he kept his sword by his side, rode his horse to strengthen their bond and even answered to the name Aragorn. 

Unlike co-star Sean Astin, who's relieved that the project is over, Mortensen is not eager to move on. He has "never wanted to shed the skin of a character." 

"I'm really looking forward to doing interviews for Return of the King's DVD," said the actor, who's also excited that director Peter Jackson will add at least 30 minutes of unused footage to the film's extended-edition DVD, as he did for The Fellowship of the Ring and The Two Towers. 

"If you have that much fun along the way, you want people to see everything," said Mortensen, who was unhappy when some of his Two Towers scenes were cut for theatrical release. He has "greatly enjoyed" the DVDs' longer versions and considers them the films' final, true form. 

"We've been really lucky with Peter's extended versions, which I think may be groundbreaking," Mortensen said. "I've been grateful for their clarification of points and deeper understanding of the story." 

He's also been "rewarded by people's reactions to the films. We did something right and struck a chord." 

The trilogy's great public reception -- with a global box-office take of $2.5 billion -- means more to him than next week's Academy Awards, where Return of the King has 11 nominations, including for best picture. 

"Awards are results, not the process, which is what I like," he said. "But I do wish Peter and the movie the best. I hope it wins for every nomination. It probably deserves all of them." 

Mortensen realizes that "legions of people will somehow feel cheated if Rings doesn't win. But that wouldn't be the end of the world, nor would it take away from the achievement or invalidate it. What was accomplished is remarkable and will stand the test of time." What matters to him is the journey. 

"When you make a film, who knows what the director will put together at the end? Then there's the public reaction and awards and things. But each step is further removed from why we did it. 

"I remember the last day we shot in Morocco for Hidalgo. We gathered for a photo, and I was shaking hands with all these Arab and Spanish riders on their Arabian horses, with me on my little paint. 

"There we were, in the middle of the desert, all kinds of people, and it was such a good feeling. We'd grown together in such a short time and had gone through a lot of tricky situations. Those experiences are invaluable to me." 

