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HEAD: 

Back in the saddle 

DECK: 

From 'Lord of the Rings,' Viggo Mortensen gallops on to another adventure film 

By CHRISTOPHER BORRELLI 

BLADE STAFF WRITER 

BIRMINGHAM, Mich. - Viggo Mortensen, slighter and thinner in person than on screen, when he's strapped in armor, topped with a crown, and wielding a sword the size of a baritone sax, has no illusions when reads his poetry in public. He figures 80 percent of the audience is there "largely because of the films, you know, because I've been in these popular movies." 

Try 90 percent. 

Maybe 95 percent. 

Mortensen, 45, his hair sparse and spiked in person, is better known as Aragorn, lord of The Lord of the Rings - he of the swaggering physique and the harsh growl of a warrior, he who shall rule over his kingdom, but, uh, he who also shall not show up at the Academy Awards even though his namesake, The Return of the King, takes home 11 Oscars. 

He looks tired. 

It's early February and Mortensen sits at a hotel dining room table and wears no shoes or socks (he prefers bare feet), but a plaid, woolen workman shirt, jeans, and a zip-up sweatshirt with a United Nations patch that looks culled from either a vintage clothing store or Urban Outfitters. At 9 a.m. on a Thursday, he is transformed into Lord of the Slapdash Press Tour Outfit, here to do a couple of interviews to promote his first star vehicle, post-Rings: he plays legendary cowboy and Pony Express rider Frank T. Hopkins in Disney's $90 million adventure epic Hidalgo, which opened Friday to mixed reviews. 

He answers questions with long, thoughtful, sometimes peripheral responses, and he is not at all transformed into Lord of the Eye Rolling when Lord of the Rings inevitably comes up: 

"I don't have to talk about that. I could say 'I don't want to talk about it,' and that would be the end. But I hope I'm not sick of it. I understand it's interesting to people. It's interesting to me, and it's had a huge effect on my life - it's given me more attention than you could experience in 10 lives - and to deny it would be denying a huge part of what happened to my life. Someday people will stop asking about those movies, but I don't know when that will be, and myself anyway, I'm never in a hurry to forget a character or shed a skin. You forget eventually anyway." 

It's easy to detect a note of weariness in his eyes when he talks about his art with someone who writes about his movies. But that weariness fades as he's asked more about his artwork and poetry, and less about his movies. 

But there's a certain guardedness that doesn't fade - you'd be guard 

ed, too. With good reason. 

Remember the fine art of Frank Sinatra? The rockin' stomp of the Bacon Brothers? The harp tooting of Bruce Willis? The children's books of Jerry Seinfeld? 

The poetry of Jewel? 

Mortensen was a painter and poet, with gallery shows and book store readings, before he was an actor - and he continued to be as he went from bit parts in movies like Witness to supporting roles in A Walk on the Moon and A Perfect Murder. 

But he also knows that doesn't get him off the hook; he knows success as an actor leaves him open to an often-asked question - and not a bad one: Would these celebrities receive attention for their poetry, painting, writing, etc., if they were not famous? We tend, and rightfully so, to equate celebrity and the side professions of celebrities with bargain bins and snickering: good for a quick buck and little else. (Remember Eddie Murphy's recording career - anyone?) 

Unless you are an established crosser of art genres, and not very likely to appear in the pages of Us Weekly - a David Byrne, or a Sam Shepard - it's all uphill. 

But still, you would think it's good to be the king. And of course it can be. During the past three years, ever since becoming a ubiquitous face thanks to Peter Jackson's blockbuster movie trilogy, Viggo Mortensen's poetry readings have turned into sold-out, standing room-only affairs; last December, he says, during the week-long festivities in New Zealand to celebrate the release of The Return of the King, one reading even had to be moved from a 500-seat auditorium to a larger music hall. 

That's not the problem. 

The problem is it's tougher remaining a serious, established hyphenate - a self-proclaimed, fairly prolific, painter-poet-photographer-musician, with his own publishing house (Perceval Press), no less - when you've become part of one of the most successful film franchises ever, not to mention prone to popping up on People magazine's "Most Beautiful People" list. 

You become susceptible to comments like this, taken from the customer feedback section of Amazon, about one of Mortensen's recent books of photography and painting: 

"I didn't get any real sense of him, and there was no background for [the art work in the book]. There was hardly any of his poetry or thoughts. It was fun to see some of the photos he took in New Zealand for Rings, but other than that, it was a disappointing book, which is sad, because I'm a huge fan of his." 

A huge fan of his acting? Of his cult of personality? Or a huge fan of his paintings and photos? 

Hard to say. 

Mortensen says he doesn't care: "That doesn't bother me. Not at all. The places I go, I try to take an opportunity to look around. I've had art shows in Florida and in Cuba. Wherever I go I see stuff that people make and I get inspired by it. The people who come to my poetry readings, who have never been to a poetry reading or would never think to go, well, they're here now, and they're listening to poetry. Maybe they'll be inspired in similar ways. Whatever their reason for coming, you take advantage of the fact that they are there. You can't do anything about why they're there anyway, and I think it's pretty flattering." 

He goes on, leaning forward, head down, tapping the table: 

"There's always something in those [poetry readings] you can learn from and use in the rest of your work. On a movie set I like to make the best possible preparations for accidents to happen. Old fashioned values still apply on a movie: You show up on time, learn your lines, have a point of view about a scene. But after that, be it on a movie set, or at a poetry reading, you start hoping for something magical to enter the room. If you stay open to what's happening, it can improve you and become a gift. 

"Let me explain: I find when you read a poem in public, something happens in the air between your mouth and their ears. I love how it feels in the room at that moment, and I try to use that. Same thing with a movie, even if it's not a good movie: You wait for the unexpected to happen." 

That said, his leap from the horse saddle of The Lord of the Rings into the horse saddle of Hidalgo is not exactly a stretch. 

Mortensen himself invites the similarities: Hidalgo's Hopkins is racked with self-doubt, and half Native American, and he hides the fact; Aragorn is the remaining heir to the throne, and keeps it quiet, while remaining insecure over whether or not he deserves the key to the kingdom. 

Mortensen - who grew up in Argentina and upstate New York, became a fixture of the Los Angeles art scene in the 1980s, and was married for 10 years to Exene Cervenka, lead singer of the L.A. punk band X - is something of minimalist as an actor. You might even say his style is reflected in what he writes: When he was younger, he says, he tried short stories and novels, and eventually decided everything felt overwritten compared to poetry. Likewise, he says he prefers his movies "with no frills, with a myriad of things to think about, but nothing explicitly stated." 

So Aragorn is a soldier of few words, and Hopkins is similarly underplayed, cut from the same soulful cloth: He enters his trusty mustang Hidalgo in the Oceans of Fire, a 3,000-mile race across the Arabian Desert to the ocean; he outruns massive sand storms, spars with leopards, and takes on roving gangs with swords. 

And he still lets his horse walk away with the most expressive close-ups; indeed, Mortensen connected with the horse TJ so strongly that he bought him and moved him to his home in Topanga Canyon, outside L.A. 

There's one more similarity between Hidalgo and Lord of the Rings, one that makes Mortensen understandably wary: just as film critics saw the Rings movies as playing like an eerily prescient allegory for America's war against terrorism, this new film finds an American cowboy racing across the Middle East - or one could argue, conquering it. 

"Well, when we were shooting in the Sahara Desert it was obvious the United States was about to invade Iraq," he says. "That we have an American cowboy in a Third World country who basically treats people with respect and behaves with a certain amount of dignity, that a major Hollywood studio is releasing this, right now, I find refreshing. 

"What concerns me is people who use a film to justify whatever their point of view. [Rings creator] J.R.R. Tolkien got tired of people equating the Nazis with his villains, and so on. He said, 'Please don't do that.' He said it's not so simple. This is a work based on certain universal archetypes and lessons, and they can be applied to World War II or to the Persian Gulf. Whatever you want. But people would say these things to me, that, well, obviously it's about America and the hordes out there trying to kill us, and at first I listened and I said nothing. But then I figured if I said nothing, I was agreeing. 

"And look, these movies are not about politics. They are not political. People try to think that. People might even say of Hidalgo, that it is sympathizing with the enemy. I wouldn't be surprised by that. But you know what I want to say to these people: life is more complicated." 

Mortensen's voice raises with that same intensity (though not quite the volume) of those latter scenes in The Return of the King when Aragorn is rallying his troops - "A day may come when the courage of men fails, when we forsake out friends and break all bonds of fellowship, but it is not this day..." and so forth. 

"Both movies, Hidalgo and The Lord of the Rings - they're both much more about compassion and having it towards all people, and not just someone's idea of what it means to live in this world today. The lead characters can be elves or dwarves, or Arabs or cowboys, horses or sheep, whatever. What we see as so different, what we see as different types, if we pay attention, if we show curiosity about the world, we'll realize everyone is not so different. Anyway, that's what I got from doing this."

