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In the opening sequence of “Iri s , ” a n
e x t ra o rd i n a ry film about the late nov-

elist Iris Murd o ch’s descent into the
limbo of A l z h e i m e r’s ,M u rd o ch and her
l oyal man-child of a husband, the Ox-
f o rd don John Bayl ey, a re shown swim-
ming like two plump sea lions thro u g h
the mu rk of the T h a m e s .T h ey’re happy
in their underwater play g ro u n d , w h i ch
d i s t o rts light and form and contains the
sediment of a g e s . T h ey float fre e ly but
a re alw ays in con t a c t , dodging amon g
the ro cks and weeds in joyf u l ,d i re c t i on-
less explora t i on . Water was Iris Mur-
d o ch’s primal habitat; by no accident, it is
also the favorite element of the wom a n
who plays her here, Judi Dench .“T h e re’s
a won d e rful abandonment you feel in
w a t e r, ” D e n ch says . “I t’s ve ry libera t -
i n g. I t’s like the uncon s c i o u s . Yo u’re just
floating around there and trusting that
yo u’re going to come up to the surf a c e . ”

This is not the on ly point of i n t e r s e c-
t i on between the two wom e n : the ad-
ve n t u re of the unknow n , the salv a t i on of
the imagination , the prom o t i on of h a p-
p i n e s s , and a life l ong inquiry into go o d-
ness are all themes in the elusive lives of
both Murd o ch and Dench . Sir Rich a rd
E yre,the director and co-author of “Iri s , ”
s ays that while writing the scre e n p l ay 
he tried to instill his sense of D e n ch into
the ch a racter of Iri s . “T h e re was never a
q u e s t i on of h ow do you bring Iris and
Judi Dench together, ” he says . “E s s e n-
t i a lly, the ch a racter is Judi Dench - s t rok e-
Iris Murd o ch . ”

D e n ch , who has played both Qu e e n
Vi c t o ria and Queen Elizabeth I on fil m
and was made a Dame Commander of
the Order of the British Empire in
1 9 8 8 , is beloved by the English public
for her quintessential Bri t i s h n e s s . “I
think that in a lot of p e o p l e’s eyes she is

the equivalent of the Queen—she in-
s p i res such ph e n omenal affe c t i on , ” s ays
the director John Madden,who launch e d
D e n ch’s late-blooming film ca reer in
1997 with “M r s .B row n . ”( Si g n i fica n t ly,
last month the seve n ty - s even Bri t i s h
families that lost re l a t i ves in the Tw i n
Towers ca t a s t ro phe chose Dench to re a d
at the memorial service at We s t m i n s t e r
A b b ey.) But she and Murd o ch share an
An g l o - Irish heri t a g e, and each , in her
own way, is a para d ox i cal amalgam of
p ro p ri e ty and wildness.

With a leafy home in Su r rey, a silve r
R ove r, a taste for simple if e x p e n s i ve
cl o t h e s , a commitment to ch a rities (she
is a patron of a hundred and eighty -
t h ree of t h e m ) , and her obbligato of
d ro ll e ry —what Billy Con n o lly, w h o
s t a r red opposite her in “M r s . B row n , ”
ca lls “that light, p o s h , s e l f - e f f a c i n g
h u m o r” —D e n ch , who is sixty - s eve n ,
cuts a deceptive ly sedate, s u b u rban fig-
u re . At work , h ow eve r, she tro lls her
t u rbulent Celtic interi o r, a vast tra g i-
c omic landscape that ranges between de-
spair and indom i t a b i l i ty. “T h e re’s a sort
o f c ri m s on place deep within her—
a fie ry dark - red place that stokes all 
the things she does,” C on n o lly says .
“You don’t get to see it. But you occa-
s i on a lly get glimpses of h ow tire s om e
she finds the doily - a n d - s e rviette crowd .
You know, those English tw i t t e ring fuck-
ing wom e n — t h ey think she’s one of
t h e m , and she isn’t . ” This com p l e x i ty is
what Dench brings to her acting, w h i ch
is now h e re more inspired than in her
d e p i c t i on of M u rd o ch .Her perf o rm a n c e
parses eve ry nuance in the wri t e r’s tra j e c-
t o ry of d e cl i n e— f rom embarra s s m e n t
to bew i l d e rm e n t ,f rom terror to loss, f rom
n on e n t i ty to a final con n e c t i on with an
e n d u ring life forc e, w h e re, in the shuffle
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D e n ch in her ga rden in Surrey. She describes her s el fas “an enormous console with
h u n d reds ofb u t t o n s ,e ach ofw h i ch I must press at ex actly the right time. ”
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o f d e m e n t i a , M u rd o ch som e h ow finds 
a dance.

D e n ch is not mu ch of a re a d e r, b u t
she has read most of M u rd o ch’s nove l s ,
and before filming she went so far as to
sit outside Bayl ey’s house while he was
a w ay to absorb the shambolic atmo-
s ph e re of the place. ( She found his car in
the dri vew ay, u n l o cked and with a win-
d ow open.) “I didn’t want to miss that
snapshot in my mind,” she says . But her
u n ca n ny port rait emerged out of h e r
own pro c e s s , a com b i n a t i on of t e ch n i ca l
ri gor and imaginative free fall , in which ,
a c c o rding to Eyre, “she doesn’t put any-
thing of h e r s e l f b e tween her and the
ch a ra c t e r. ”He explains,“I was re a lly stag-
g e re d at the way she tra n s f o rmed herself.
Tow a rd the end of the fil m , when Iri s ’s
mind has gon e, and you look at Judi’s
face and see that implaca b i l i ty, the sense
o f peace and the absence in her eye s ,

that is alch e m y. She didn’t go to old peo-
p l e’s hom e s . She didn’t sit and study. I t’s
i n t u i t i ve .Sh e’s quick .I mean,re a l l yq u i ck . ”

Except for time out to have a ch i l d
and to nurse her husband of t h i rty

ye a r s , the actor Mich ael Wi ll i a m s , w h o
died last January of lung ca n c e r, D e n ch
has been perf o rming almost con s t a n t ly for
four and a half d e ca d e s . She appeared in
the first season of the Royal Sh a k e s p e a re
C om p a ny, in 1961, and in the eighties
was a founding member of Kenneth Bra-
n a g h’s Renaissance T h e a t re Com p a ny,
for which she has also directed plays .
Under the auspices of the Old Vi c , t h e
R. S . C . , and the Royal Na t i onal T h e a t re,
she has turned in some of the gre a t e s t
cl a s s i cal perf o rmances in recent mem-
o ry. Her Juliet in Franco Ze f fire ll i’s 1960
stage pro d u c t i on of “R omeo and Juliet” ;
her Titania in “A Midsummer Ni g h t’s

Dre a m , ” d i rected by Sir Peter Hall in
1 9 6 2 ; her Viola in “Tw e l fth Ni g h t” i n
1 9 6 9 ;her Lady Macbeth in Trevor Nu n n’s
m a g n i ficent 1976 pro d u c t i on ; her Cleo-
p a t ra in Hall’s 1987 “An t ony and Cleo-
p a t ra” — a ll are exemplars of c on t e m p o-
ra ry Sh a k e s p e a rean perf o rm a n c e . H e r
w o rk in the modern re p e rt o i re—as Any a
in “The Cherry Orch a rd , ” as Juno Boyl e
in “Juno and the Payc o ck , ”as Lady Bra ck-
n e ll in “The Importance of Being Ear-
n e s t , ” and as Christine Foskett in Rodney
Ack l a n d’s re d i s c ove red fifties classic “A b-
solute Hell”—has also had a huge impact
on English theatre go e r s .And Dench has
i n s p i red allegiance as well through her
t e l ev i s i on ca re e r, w h i ch includes thirty -
four films and two popular lon g - ru n n i n g
c omedy seri e s , “A Fine Rom a n c e” a n d
“As Time Goes By. ”

“See you on the ice, d a rl i n g, ” she has
been known to ca ll out from her dre s s i n g
ro om to an actor headed tow a rd the stage.
For Dench ,“the cra ck”—the Irish term for
fun—is riding the exhilarating uncert a i n ty
o f the mom e n t .To that end,she is famous
( s ome would say notorious) for not having
read many of the parts she accepts.I n s t e a d ,
she has som e one else para ph rase the scri p t
for her.(Wi lliams usually had this duty be-
f o re he died; n ow it has fallen to Dench’s
a g e n t , Tor Belfrage.) “M i ch ael said, ‘J u s t
read that one line,’ ”D e n ch re ca lls of “Pa ck
o f L i e s , ” Hugh Wh i t e m o re’s successful
spy story, in which she and Wi ll i a m s
s t a r re d .“It was just one line. I read it, a n d
I knew then that it would be all ri g h t . ”

“It often seems absurd to me that a
w oman as intelligent as Judi could ro ll up
at the beginning of the rehearsal not
having read the play, ”s ays Bra n a g h ,w h o
d i rected Dench in his films of “H a m l e t”
and “H e n ry V”and has, in turn ,been di-
rected by her onstage in “M u ch Ado About
No t h i n g”and “Lo ok Back in An g e r. ”A l-
though this method all ows Dench to ar-
ri ve at rehearsals with, as Branagh puts it,
“the right kind of blank page to start
writing on , ”f rom a pro fe s s i onal point of
v i ew it is also sensation a lly re ck l e s s . “I
d on’t know what it is in me, this kind of
p e rve r s i ty, ”D e n ch told me when I visited
her at home last July. “I don’t understand
it mys e l f. I think some people think it’s
an affe c t a t i on .I t’s thri ll i n g, t h o u g h ,i s n’t
it? You don’t know what’s com i n g. ”

The habit of not reading scripts has,
over the ye a r s , landed Dench in a few
s t i cky theatri cal situation s , s u ch as Pe t e r
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Sh a f fe r’s turgid “The Gift of the Gorgon , ”
in 1992. And at first she wasn’t keen to
take on her current West End outing, in a
revival of “The Royal Fa m i ly, ” the slim
1927 Edna Fe rber and George S. Ka u f-
man satire of the theatri cal Barrym o re s ,
but her mind was made up for her when
she re c e i ved a ca ll from the dire c t o r,Pe t e r
H a ll . “I t’s entire ly a ro ll of the dice, but it
has to do with fri e n d s , with people I l ove
and admire, ” she explained seve ral weeks
b e f o re rehearsals of “The Royal Fa m i ly ”
b e g a n .“ So if Peter rings me up and says ,
‘You ought to do this play, ’ I say, ‘ Su re .’ I
swear before God I have not read the play. ”

D e n ch’s risk-taking onstage is in in-
verse pro p o rt i on to her vulnera b i l i ty off
i t . “When I go into a rehearsal ro om ,m y
coat and bag have to be nearest the door, ”
she said in a recent telev i s i on interv i ew.
Pe rf o rm i n g, for Dench , is an antidote to
ch ronic insecuri ty; it gives her, she says ,
what the Cock n eys ca ll “b o t t l e” : “I t’s
c o u ra g e .You know,like jumping into ice-
cold water. I f i t’s to be don e—do it.G o ! ”
R e c e n t ly when Trevor Nunn offe red her
a role at the Na t i on a l , she re p l i e d ,“I want
to come back to the Na t i on a l , but not in
that part .Would you ask me to do som e-
thing more fri g h t e n i n g ? ”

D e n ch’s derring-do also seems neces-
s a ry to keep her nearly perpetual ro u t i n e
o f rehearsal and perf o rmance a fresh and
v i go rous ch a ll e n g e . “Her desire is to re -
c reate each time, to re ë x p e ri e n c e, and not
s i m p ly re p ro d u c e, ”B ranagh says .To that
e n d , she refuses analys i s .Without pre c on-
c e i ve dn o t i on s ,she tries to let the ch a ra c t e r
p l ay h er.“ She absolutely hates to ra t i on a l-
i ze, ”E yre says .“When yo u’re working with
h e r, s h e’ll ask a question about a scene or a
ch a ra c t e r,and when you go to talk about it,
at some point she’ll say,‘Ye a h ,O. K . , I un-
d e r s t a n d .’ She doesn’t want it spelled out.
She has to find it herself. ”A long time ago,
when Eyre was doing a play with Dench at
the Na t i on a l ,w h e re he was the artistic di-
rector for ten ye a r s ,she left her script in the
rehearsal ro om ; the next day,E yre handed
it to her.“ ‘ O h ,you look terri b ly shock e d , ’”
he re ca lls her sayi n g.“ ‘Is it because I didn’t
take my script home with me?’I said,‘We ll ,
I guess so.’ She talked to me about how
she learned lines.The work that she does
outside rehearsal is not sitting down with
the scri p t . She just sort of e nv i s i ons the
scene and colors it in her mind.”D e n ch’s
method of b u s h w h a cking through her
u n c onscious to find the emotional core

o f a ch a racter is, she says ,c om p l e t e ly in-
s t i n c t i ve : “The subconscious is what
w o rks on the part .I t’s like coming back
to a cro s s w o rd at the end of the day and
filling in seventeen answers straight off. ”

In one scene of “Iri s , ” the senile Mur-
d o ch goes walkabout in the rain on a mo-
t o rw ay and slips and falls down an em-
bankment into the underb ru s h .This is the
first and on ly scene in the film in which
D e n ch’s Murd o ch ,whose eyes are alw ays
t u rned inw a rd , re a lly sees and ack n ow l-
edges Bayl ey. “I said to Judi, ‘You have to
find a way of doing it that re c onciles a sort
o f ra t i on a l i ty with the fact that her bra i n
is more or less gon e, ’ ” E yre says . “T h a t’s
a ll she wanted to know. ” When the dis-
t ressed Bayl ey (played by Jim Bro a d b e n t )
fin a lly finds her, D e n ch is cove red with
mud and laughing to herself. Out of h e r
s o l i t u d e, her eyes come to rest on Bro a d-
b e n t’s face.“I love yo u , ”she says ,and with
a startling glimmer of cl a ri ty Dench
manages to inv oke the blessing and heart-
b reak of a lifetime of c on n e c t i on .

D e n ch describes herself as “an enor-
mous console with hundreds of b u t t on s ,
e a ch of w h i ch I must press at exactly the
right time.” She adds, “I f yo u’re luck y
enough to be asked to play many dif-
fe rent part s , you have to have re s e rves of
a ll sorts of e m o t i on s . When I was re-
hearsing a part I’d neve r, eve r, ever dis-
cuss it with Mich ae l ,b e cause I had that 

p re s s u re - c o oker syn d rom e .I f I once open
that little key —p f f f t ! —the stuff go e s . ”

In nature, as in art , the secret of c on s e r-
v a t i on is not to disturb the wild things.

D e n ch’s brooding talent has its corre l a t i ve
in her five - a c re Su r rey dom a i n , Wa s p
G re e n , and in the low - s l u n g, w o o d -
beamed 1680 ye om a n’s house where she
l i ves with her tw e n ty - n i n e - ye a r - o l d
d a u g h t e r, the actress Fi n ty Wi ll i a m s ,h e r
f o u r - year-old gra n d s on ,Sa m m y,nine ca t s ,
and seve ral duck s .The front of the house
is bri g h t ,t i d y,and picturesque in a C o u n try
Life s o rt of w ay; the back acre s ,h ow eve r,
h a ve been left alon e,with on ly a small path
cut through a thicket of b ra m b l e s ,n e t t l e s ,
and wild orch i d s . “You have to see the
b a ck garden to understand Judi,” Fra n c o
Ze f fire lli says .“ She puts up a façade som e-
t i m e s ,but for herself she re s e rves a pri v a t e
g a rd e n . You discover there tre a s u res that
you don’t see at the front of the house.”

On the day I visited her there last sum-
m e r,D e n ch , in We ll i n g t on boots,s t e p p e d
l i ve ly on the ove r g rown path. “I’ve got 
to cut these back , ” she said, swiping at
the nettles. She pointed out new plant-
i n g s : a black poplar to com m e m o rate a
row that had blown down the prev i o u s
ye a r; “ Sa m m y’s oak,” a tree planted in
honor of her gra n d s on’s birt h ; and the
place she’d chosen for “M i k ey’s oak,” a
sapling that was ori g i n a lly an opening-
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“The way I see it,t h ere will be plenty of time for abstinence after I’m marri e d. ”

• •



TNY—01/21/02—PAGE 6 2— 1 3 3 S C .

night present from Wi lliams to the dire c t o r
An t h ony Pa g e,whose pro d u c t i on of “T h e
Fo re s t” was Wi ll i a m s ’s last acting job.
“Wh a t’s important to me is con t i n u a n c e—
a line stre t ching on , ”D e n ch said.“I hate
things that start and finish abru p t ly. ”

I f the wild back garden is a kind of
m e m o ry theatre for Dench , the theatre it-
s e l f puts her in touch with her family,
w h i ch she ca lls “a unit of t remendous en-
c o u ra g e m e n t . ”“A ll the qualities that Judi
has as a person ,a n d ,i n d e e d , as an actre s s ,
c ome from the ve ry close family back-
g ro u n d , ”Wi lliams said on a 1995 “ So u t h
B a n k”TV biogra phy of his wife .D e n ch’s
l ove of w o rk ,p a i n t i n g, s w i m m i n g, j ok e s ,
and especially acting are passions she ab-
s o rbed from her father, Dr. R e g i n a l d
D e n ch , a physician who served as the of-
ficial doctor for the T h e a t re Royal in Yo rk
b e f o re he died, in 1964. “I re m e m b e r
going visiting with him,” D e n ch says .
“When we turned into a ro a d , ch i l d re n
would run and hold on to the ca r. T h a t’s
the kind of doctor he was.He was a won-
d e rful ra c on t e u r. He had the most in-
c redible sense of h u m or—just spectacu-
l a r. ” When Dench was about fift e e n , on
h o l i d ay in Sp a i n , she admired a pair of
e x p e n s i ve blue-and-white striped shoes.
“We ll , I think you could pro b a b ly have
those shoes,” she re ca lls her father sayi n g.
“Le t’s go to lunch . We’ll discuss it.” At
l u n ch ,D e n ch—a fish love r — s canned the
b u f fet of p rawns and lobsters. “D a d d y
l o oked at me and said, ‘Would you like
t h a t ? ’ ‘Ye s , p l e a s e .’ So I had four big
p rawns and enjoyed eve ry minute of i t .
Daddy said,‘Yo u’ve just eaten your shoes.’ ”

The Dench ch i l d re n — J u d i , J e f f rey,
who is now an actor, and Pe t e r, who be-
came a doctor—grew up in Yo rk , in a
s p rawling Vi c t o rian house, w h e re Judi,
the yo u n g e s t ,had the attic ro om and was
a ll owed to draw on the wall s .“ She got her
own way, ”J e f f rey says .“Judi was Daddy’s
Beautiful La d y. ”Ac c o rding to her daugh-
t e r, Fi n ty, the on ly discre p a n cy betw e e n
the public Dench and the private one is
her temper.Her volatility is an inheri t a n c e
f rom her fla m b oy a n t , s h a rp - t on g u e d
m o t h e r,Ol a ve,who once threw a vacuum
cleaner down the stairs at a re p re s e n t a t i ve
who had ca lled to inquire about it. “Yo u
d i d n’t cross her,or p o w ! —not hitting,b u t
a ton g u e - l a s h i n g,and you stayed lashed,”
J e f f rey says . D e n ch’s con t ra d i c t o ry na-
t u re—with its com b i n a t i on of m i g h ty
s p i rit and “n on c on fid e n c e, ” as she ca ll s

it—appears to have been forged as she
t ried to negotiate her mother’s com b u s t i b l e
p e r s on a l i ty.“ She loved admon i s h i n gJ u d i,”
Trevor Nunn says of Ol a ve . “I mean the
kind of a d m onishment that comes from
absolute worship. The privilege of b e i n g
able to be the one who could put her in
her place. ‘J u d i ,you mu s t n’t say that!’ ‘J u d i ,
yo u’re such an embarra s s m e n t!’” D e n ch
s ays , “ She was outra g e o u s . ” In the late
s eve n t i e s , by which time she was having
t rouble with her sight, Ol a ve had lunch
with Nunn and Dench at a soph i s t i ca t e d ,
s e l f - c on g ra t u l a t o ry Italian re s t a u rant ca ll e d
the Lu g g e r.“ Ol a ve ord e red tomato soup,
w h i ch came in a huge bow l , ” Nunn re-
ca ll s . “A waiter arri ved with a little sach e t
o f c re a m , with which he spelled out the
name of the re s t a u rant on the soup and
then left . ‘J u d i , ’Ol a ve said,‘a man has just
c ome and written “b u g g e r” in me soup!’”

D e n ch’s parents took a keen intere s t
in amateur dramatics and, when Dench
b e came an actre s s , their support ve r g e d
on the ove rp ro t e c t i ve . T h ey saw their
daughter in “R omeo and Juliet” m o re
than seve n ty times; on c e, Reginald go t
so inv o lved in the play that when Judi,a s
J u l i e t ,s a i d , “Wh e re is my father and my
m o t h e r, n u r s e ? ” he was heard to say,
“H e re we are, d a rl i n g. In Row H.”

Wh e reas most stars seek a public to
p rovide the attention they failed to get in
ch i l d h o o d , D e n ch’s commitment to the
t h e a t ri cal com mu n i ty is, she admits, a n
attempt to re p roduce the endorsement
and excitement of her first audience— h e r
f a m i ly. She claims not to be “good at my
own com p a ny. ”Ra t h e r, to understand her
own identity she needs to be in the atten-
t i ve gaze of others—as the psych o l o g i s t
D.W.Winnicott puts it,“When I look I
am seen, so I exist.”D e n ch is clear on this
p o i n t . “I need somebody to re flect me
b a ck , or to give me their re fle c t i on , ”s h e
s ays . Ned Sh e r ri n , who directed Dench
and Wi lliams in “M r. and Mrs.No b o d y ”
in 1986, s ays he was so aware of D e n ch’s
need “to create a family with each show ”
that he added a couple of w a l k - ons to
what was otherwise a tw o - p e r s on play.

D e n ch , who keeps a coll e c t i on of
Teddy bears and hearts and a doll’s house
at Wasp Gre e n , s om e h ow con t ri ve s , a s
B ranagh says , “to feel and be in the mo-
m e n t , as a ch i l d . ” In the collegial atmo-
s ph e re of a theatre com p a ny, she is an
a d o red and prankish ca t a lys t ,i n ev i t a b ly,a s
her brother Jeffrey points out,“at the cen-

t e r. ” “Eight going on sixty - s eve n” is how
G e o f f rey Pa l m e r,her co-star in the nine-
ties TV series “As Time Goes By, ” ch a r-
a c t e ri zes the innocence and spon t a n e i ty
she brings to the daily routine of s e l f -
re i nve n t i on .Her process—her abdica t i on
o f re s p on s i b i l i ty to intuition , her need to
be told the story—is not so mu ch about
being lost as it is about being held. Sh e
casts the director as her father and exhibits
an almost filial dev o t i on . “When we did
‘A Midsummer Ni g h t’s Dre a m , ’ she did
this extra o rd i n a ry Ti t a n i a , ”H a ll says . “I
said to her, ‘One day, yo u’ll play Cleopa-
t ra . I want you to make me a prom i s e
that when you do it yo u’ll do it with me.’
We shook hands on it.” H a ll goes on ,
“Tw e n ty years later, she rang me up and
s a i d , ‘I’ve just been asked to play Cleopa-
t ra by the R. S . C . I said I was promised to
yo u . Now, do you want to do it?’ ”

From her first sighting on s t a g e—as a
s eve n t e e n - year-old Ariel in a pro-

d u c t i on of “The Te m p e s t , ” at the Mount
S ch o o l , in Yo rk ,w h e re she boarded from
1947 to 1953—Dench was tra n s p a re n t ly
a natura l . But neither Dench , who then
a s p i red to be a set designer, nor her
t e a chers took her ability ve ry seri o u s ly.
The novelist A. S . B y a t t , a sch o o l m a t e,
re ca ll s , “I used to talk to Ka t h a rine Mac-
D on a l d , the English mistress who taught
h e r. ‘You know,Judi will pro b a b ly be con-
t e n t , ’ as she put it, ‘to dabble her pre t ty
feet in amateur dra m a t i c s .’ ”

D e n ch enro lled at Lon d on’s Centra l
S chool of Sp e e ch and Drama simply be-
cause her brother Jeffrey,who went there,
had told her appealing stories about the
p l a c e . Vanessa Redgra ve, who was in
D e n ch’s cl a s s , and who was then self-
c onscious and gawky, remembers being
both “a d m i ring and jealous” o f D e n ch’s
n a t u ra l n e s s .“ She skipped and hopped with
p l e a s u re and excitement up the stairs,d ow n
the corri d o r s , and onto the stage, ” R e d-
g ra ve wrote in her autobiogra phy. “ Sh e
w o re jeans, the on ly girl who had them,
a polo-neck sweater, and ballet slippers
that flopped and flapped as she bounded
a ro u n d . ” The turning point in Dench’s
a m b i t i on came during a mime class in her
s e c ond term , when she was re q u i red to
p e rf o rm an assignment—ca lled “R e c o l-
l e c t i on”—that she’d com p l e t e ly forgotten to
p re p a re . “I don’t remember thinking any-
thing o u t , ”she says .“I walked into a gard e n .
I bent down to smell something like ro s e-
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m a ry or thym e . I walked and just look e d
at certain things.I picked up a pebble,a n d
t h rew it into what I imagined was a
p ond and watched the ripples going out
f rom it. I looked over and sat on a swing.
And I swung,you know, like you do on a
swing that isn’t there .Then I walked out
o f the gard e n .That was my mime.”H e r
t e a ch e r,Walter Hudd,g a ve her, she says ,
“the most glowing notice I think I’ve eve r
h a d . What is more, he said, ‘You look e d
like a little Renoir doing it.’ I thought,
We ll , I think that I will enjoy what I’m
going to do, h o p e f u lly get work ,go for it.”

D e n ch graduated with a fir s t - class de-
g ree and four acting pri ze s . Ac c o rding to
her biogra phy, the unfort u n a t e ly titled
“Judi Dench :With a Cra ck in Her Vo i c e, ”
by John Mill e r,a notice was posted on the
s ch o o l’s bulletin board naming her the
student most likely to become a star; a n d
when the Old Vic offe red her the role of
O phelia opposite John Nev i ll e’s Hamlet it
seemed a self-fulfilling pro ph e cy.“EN T ER

J U D I—LO N DO N’S N E W O PH ELI A—O L D

V I C M A KE H ER A F I RS T-RO LE S TA R,” t h e
E vening News a n n o u n c e d.When Nev i ll e
h e a rd about his tyro Oph e l i a ,“I blew my
t o p, ” he says . He begged the theatre’s
p u b l i c i ty department not to hype her be-
f o re the opening. “I thought, and still
t h i n k , that it would have been best just to
let the media discover her for themselve s , ”
he says .D e n ch was more or less annihi-
lated by the pre s s . “H a m l e t’s sweetheart
is re q u i red to be something more than a
piece of Danish patisseri e, ” R i ch a rd
Fi n dlater wrote in the Sunday Dispatch ;
in the O b s erver, Kenneth Tynan swatted
her away as “a pleasing but terri b ly sane
little thing. ” At the end of the season ,
when the pro d u c t i on toured Am e ri ca ,
the role was taken away from Dench .
“That was a kind of dagger to the heart , ”
she says .“I remember John Nev i lle sayi n g
to me, ‘You must decide what yo u’re
doing this for.’ And I made my mind up,
and I think that’s what keeps me go i n g. ”
The answer remains Dench’s secre t .“T h e
on ly part of her that is totally unre a ch-
able for me is that she’s never told me
w hy she’s an actre s s , ”Fi n ty says .“I would
l ove to know what motivates her. ”

D e n ch came of age just as the defin i-
t i ons of fe m i n i n i ty were being rewri t t e n ,
and she was an inca rn a t i on of the fre e-
w h e e l i n g, bumptious independence of
the etern a lly young New Wom a n . Wi t h
a cap of cl o s e - c ropped hair, a strong ch i n ,

high ch e e k b on e s , big alert eye s , and a
wide smile,the five - f o o t - two Dench cut a
gamine fig u re on s t a g e .Ze f fire lli still thinks
o f her as “a kind of i r resistible bom b-
s h e ll . ”He says ,“ She was funny and witty
and biting.You had to be ve ry ca reful what
you said because she would answer back
p rom p t ly.She was a dyn a m o,this girl .Sh e
just was an extra o rd i n a ry surp ri s e,b e ca u s e
I was accustomed to Pe g gy Ashcro ft and
D o ro t hy Tu t i n , that style of a c t i n g. ”

David Jon e s ,who directed one of t h e
high-water marks of D e n ch’s TV ca re e r,
“La n g ri s h e, Go Dow n” ( 1 9 7 8 ) , re m e m-
bers her quick s i lver quality in Ze f fire ll i’s
“R omeo and Juliet.” He describes her
“d a rting—like a bird coming onto the
stage and going off a g a i n . You were n’t
quite aware of the feet touching the
g ro u n d , this extra o rd i n a ry agility of b o d y

and of m i n d . ” D e n ch’s kinetic quality
onstage finds diffe rent but no less star-
tling expre s s i on in fil m .“ She has a kind
o f s p rung dynamic with her eye s , ”J oh n
Madden says . “T h ey don’t move gra d u-
a lly and settle or shift . T h ey dart , t h e n
d a rt back , then settle again on the place
that they just avoided looking at. I t’s al-
most like a double take,w h i ch suggests a
kind of c u r rent flowing in an opposite
d i re c t i on from what she is sayi n g. ”

When you meet Dench ,i t’s hard not
to feel the engine running inside her.Sh e’s
n e rv y. Her fingers play across her lips;
her feet tap under the table.Her lightness
and quickness are ve ry mu ch a part of h e r
metabolism as an actress and lend cre d i-
b i l i ty to her perf o rm a n c e s . “ She is the
p e rfect Sh a k e s p e a re a n ,b e cause the gre a t
ch a racters in Sh a k e s p e a re have fantastic
speed of t h o u g h t , ”Nunn says .“T h ey have
speed of w i t , speed of re s p on s e, speed of
i nve n t i on of the image.That on ly work s
i f the actor convinces the audience that
that language is being coined by that bra i n
in that situation . ” He adds, “You live 

6 4 THE NEW YO R K E R, JA N UA RY 21, 2002

DETACHED VERSES

1
So on
So on you will pass from the darkened ro om
to another worl d . Freed from debts
and con t a c t s .

2
One more
One more look
at the neighbor’s gard e n
and his dog asleep
on the still warm tiles.

3
A headl i n e
A headline still blari n g
by the base of an ove rflowing garbage ca n .

4
A little
A little longer in the setting light of
the sun.

5
The stub of a moment of p a rt i n g
f rom things we ignored when we could still
l i ve erect on our fe e t .
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in the moment with her. T h e re’s never 
a sense that she’s doing a re c i t a t i on . ”

De n ch’s com b i n a t i on of insight and
i n s p i ra t i on , ch a risma and cunning

has made her one of B ri t a i n’s two mar-
quee players whose names guarantee We s t
End com m e rcial success. (Her fri e n d
Dame Maggie Smith is the other.) Eve n
with the drastic fall - o f f o f t o u rism aft e r
September 11th,“The Royal Fa m i ly ”h a d
h a l f a mill i on pounds in advance book-
i n g s , a n d , despite a tepid pre s s , is still
doing brisk business. D e n ch’s dra w i n g
p ow e r, for which she is paid a five - fig u re
s a l a ry eve ry week, plus up to ten per cent
o f the gro s s , has been gre a t ly enhanced
since the mid-nineties by her emergence
as an intern a t i onal film star.B e f o re being
t o u ched by what she ca lls “the luck of
J ohn Madden,”who directed her in both
“ Sh a k e s p e a re in Love” and “M r s .B row n , ”
D e n ch had not shown mu ch interest in
fil m s , though she’d appeared in tw e lve .
When she was starting out, she was told
by an industry swami that she didn’t have

“a movie face.” “It put me com p l e t e ly off, ”
s ays Dench , who nonetheless nearly go t
the starring role in Tony Rich a rd s on’s 1961
film “A Taste of H on ey. ”“But then I on ly
ever re a lly loved the stage.I t’s on ly re c e n t ly
that I’ve got to like film so mu ch . ” For the
last three James Bond fil m s ,D e n ch’s se-
ve re side has been siph oned off into M,
B on d’s no-nonsense boss;and among the
fifty - five awards she lists in her bio are
t h ree Oscar nom i n a t i ons in the past four
years—for “M r s . B row n , ” “ Sh a k e s p e a re
in Love, ” and “ C h o c o l a t . ” (The com-
mand and wit of her seve n - m i n u t e
cameo as Elizabeth I in “ Sh a k e s p e a re in
Love” e a rned her the 1999 Aca d e m y
Aw a rd for Best Su p p o rting Ac t ress.) 

Am ong theatre people, D e n ch’s pop-
u l a ri ty is a source of s ome curmu d g e on ly
g ro u s i n g — “I f she fart e d ,t h ey’d give her
an award , ” one play wright said—and
s ome good jok e s .E yre recounted a con-
ve r s a t i on he once had with the play-
wright Alan Bennett, who had seen a
man wearing a heavy-metal-style T- s h i rt
that read “H i t l e r : The European To u r. ”

T h ey tried to imagine a T- s h i rt in worse
t a s t e .R e ca lling the thirty-nine Tu rin soc-
cer fans who had been killed at a match
against Live rpool in 1995, E yre sug-
gested “L i ve rpool 39–Tu rin 0.” “Ye s ,
t h a t’s ghastly, ”E yre re ca lls Bennett sayi n g.
“But the worst-taste T- s h i rt , the ve ry,ve ry
w o r s t , would be ‘I Hate Judi Dench .’ ”

One clue to Dench’s appeal is her
husky voice, w h i ch has a natural ca t ch in
i t ; c e rtain notes fail to opera t e . Wh e n
D e n ch was at the Nottingham Pl ay h o u s e
in the mid-sixties, she had the box offic e
d i s p l ay a notice that said, “Judi Dench is
not ill , she just talks like this.” D e n ch’s
sound is idiosyn c ratic but not mannere d ;
it is full of i n t i m a t i ons that, as Alan Ben-
nett says , “open you up to whatever she’s
d o i n g”and all ow various interp re t a t i on s .
Sir Ian McKell e n , who has perf o rm e d
with Dench in four plays , most memo-
ra b ly as Macbeth to her Lady Macbeth,
ca lls it “a little girl’s voice—the cra ck
suggests she’s not in con t ro l . ”

Another re a s on for Dench’s populari ty
is her warm t h . She com mu n i cates a pal-
p a b l e, deep-seated genero s i ty. “You fe e l
s om e h ow, even as a member of the audi-
e n c e,that if you were in trouble she would
help you and laugh you out of i t , ” H a ll
s ays . D e n ch pays close attention to her
a u d i e n c e . Du ring the half hour before a
s h ow, she keeps the loudspeakers in her
d ressing ro om turned up,both to take the
m e a s u re of the house and to pump up her
a d re n a l i n e . “I have to hear the audience
c oming in,” she says .“I need to be gener-
ated by it—for the jump-off. I t’s like a
q u i ckie ignition . ”O n c e,an Am e ri can stu-
dent asked Dench if the audience made a
d i f fe rence to her; D e n ch re p l i e d , “I f i t
d i d n’t make a diffe re n c e, I’d be at hom e
with me feet up the ch i m n ey.T h a t’s who
I’m doing it for. ” “I t’s a little unnerv i n g
when yo u’re working with her, ”M c K e ll e n
s ays .“Wh a t’s happening is that she’s mak-
ing love to the audience—not making
l ove but providing the focus of a t t e n t i on
to an audience that wants to love .You could
be wrapped in Judi’s arms onstage and
acting as cl o s e ly with her as possible, a n d
s h e’s capable of b e t raying yo u , b e ca u s e
her main re a s on for being in your arms is
for the audience’s delectation . It isn’t up-
s t a g i n g. That isn’t taking away the focus.
Her spirit is flow i n g, and it’s a decision
s h e’s made that it will flow.And when I’m
in the audience I want her to do that.”

In perf o rm a n c e,D e n ch is a minimal-
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6
Things we believed would neve r
fade have already been abandon e d
by your memory.

7
I f on ly you had been one of the ph i l o s o ph e r s !
Giving a flavor of m e a n i n g
to ruined buildings, to acts

o f h e ro i s m , to our fate.

8
Was that leap
into the depths
a ny easier?

9
So on
So on we shall know
i f we have learnt to accept that the stars
do not go out when we die.

— Ab ba Kovner
(Tra n s l a te d, f rom the Heb rew, by Eddie Leve n s t o n . )
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i s t : no gesture or movement is wasted.
R i ch a rd Eyre re fers to what he ca lls her
“ t h i rd eye” : “I t’s the ability to walk on
fire and yet be com p l e t e ly unburn t , to be
re d -hot with passion and at the same time
t h e re’s this third eye that is looking dow n
t h i n k i n g, Am I doing this ri g h t ? ” B i lly
C on n o lly told me about filming one scene
in “M r s .B row n” :In the first meeting be-
tween the widowed Queen Vi c t o ria and
her Scottish manserv a n t , J ohn Brow n ,
B row n’s fort h rightness ca t ches the Qu e e n
o f fg u a rd .“H onest to God,I n ever thought
to see you in such a state, ” B rown says .
“You must miss him dre a d f u lly. ” In an as-
t onishing cl o s e u p, the austere form a l i ty
o f D e n ch’s visage suddenly tra n s f o rm s —
a cloud of g ri e f sweeps over her and she
b reaks up. “Judi did that tw e lve times,”
C on n o lly says .“E ve ry time, I thought I’d
re a lly wounded her. You see me look i n g
a ll bew i l d e re d . We ll , I actually was.”

“D e n ch has a kind of glamour when
she perf o rm s , ”s ays Hal Pri n c e, who di-
rected her as Sa lly Bowles in “ C a b a re t” i n
1968 and considers her “the most effe c-
t i ve of a ll the people who played the part . ”
Glamour—the word has its root in the
Scottish word for “g ra m m a r”—is an art i fic e
o f elegant coh e re n c e ; it re q u i res d i s t a n c e .
D e n ch , who is no Garbo or Diet ri ch ,
m a n u f a c t u res this not through stage-
managed aloofness but through a natura l
sense of c on t a i n m e n t .David Jones says ,
“Her gift is to step down the thro t t l e, s o
you don’t get the full impact of her pas-
s i on ; you just know there’s an enorm o u s
amount in re s e rve . I t’s like a wave sus-
p e n d e d . ”M c K e llen observe s ,“ She go e s
o u t, but she doesn’t alw ays invite you i n. ”

On a bright July morn i n g, D e n ch
p i cked me up outside Gatw i ck Air-

p o rt to fe r ry me back to Wasp Gre e n .
She arri ved with a story — one that she
retold three times during the day. Sh e
h a d n’t known what I looked like, s h e
said—though I later noticed on her desk
a book I’d sent her with my jacket 
photo prom i n e n t ly displayed—and she’d
stopped two men before I loomed up 
in her windshield. “I slowed down and
this man says , ‘I know yo u .A re you with
Am e ri can Airl i n e s ? ’” she said.At a strok e,
she had leve lled the playing fie l d , b y
making herself appear just an ord i n a ry,
u n re c o g n i zed citize n . The story got us
talking and laughing. D i s a rming others 
is one of D e n ch’s great social gift s , a n d

one of her most skillful defe n s e s . “ Sh e
was successful ve ry yo u n g, ” E yre says .
“ She developed some sort of tactic that
stopped people from disliking her. ”

As a diva Dench is something of a
d i s a p p o i n t m e n t . Her dislike of p u b l i c
d i s p l ay—what Branagh ca lls her “p u -
ri t a n i cal scru t i ny of a nything show y ” —
can be attributed at least in part to the
tenets of her faith. She was introduced 
to Quaker practice as a teen-ager at the
Mount Sch o o l , and she still goes to
Quaker meetings. “I have to have quiet-
ness inside me som ew h e re,o t h e rwise I’d
b u rn mys e l f u p, ”she said in a recent tele-
v i s i on interv i ew. Qu a k e rism re q u i res its
f o ll owers to look for the light in others, a s
w e ll as in themselve s , and this, in a way,
explains Dench’s view of acting as a ser-
vice industry. “I t’s a ve ry unselfish job, ”
she says . “I t’s about being true to an au-
t h o r, a dire c t o r, a group of p e o p l e, a n d
s t i mulating a diffe rent audience eve ry
n i g h t .I f yo u’re out for self-glori fica t i on ,
then yo u’re in the wrong pro fe s s i on . ”

“T h e re are a lot of people who are ve ry
w i lling to put my mother on a pedestal,
w h i ch is a lon e ly existence, ” Fi n ty says .
“ She wants to dispute that so mu ch that
she will litera lly do anything for anyb o d y. ”
For tw e lve ye a r s , D e n ch and Wi ll i a m s
l i ved with all of their in-laws in one house,
and Dench is a legendary sender of p o s t-
ca rds and birt h d ay ca rd s ;by Fi n ty’s re ck on-
i n g,she gives about four hundred and fifty
C h ristmas presents a ye a r.She once gave
E yre a wooden heart ca rved from a tre e
t ru n k ;a n d , for as long as Hall can re m e m-
b e r, on his birt h d ay Dench has managed
to have delive red—as far afield as Au s-
t ralia—his favorite meal: oys t e r s , Fre n ch
f ri e s , and a bottle of Sa n c e r re . “ C om e s
my seventieth birt h d ay, and there’s no
oys t e r s ,no Sa n c e r re, ”H a ll says .“I said to
my wife,‘We ll , I must be off the list.’We
had my dinner”—a party for fifty, w i t h
D e n ch at his side— “and there’s a Doul-
t on china plate from Judi, s p e c i a lly made,
with six oysters and chips painted on it.”

This hubbub of good will and con-
n e c t i on ,h ow eve r, s k i rts the issue of i n t i-
m a cy. “Judi has alw ays found safe ty in
n u m b e r s , ”s ays David Jon e s ,who was in-
v o lved with her bri e fly in his tw e n t i e s .
“When we were dating, I would arra n g e
what I thought was a on e - on - one meet-
ing to go to a museum or the theatre .
Quite oft e n , I would turn up and fin d
two other people inv i t e d .And Judi would

s ay, ‘I s n’t it fun? T h ey’re free! T h ey ca n
c ome with us.’ ”Some of D e n ch’s sch o o l-
m a t e s , like the writer Margaret Dra b b l e,
found her buoy a n cy “a little Pa n g l o s s-
i a n . ” E ven Dench’s husband, a man
p rone to the kind of m e l a n ch o ly that he
ca lled “b l a ck-dog days , ” and which could
s t re t ch into mon t h s ,sent up her effe rve s-
c e n c e . “With Judi, i t’s bloody Chri s t m a s
m o rning eve ry day, ” he told Bra n a g h .

“I’m a person who off-loads an enor-
mous amount onto people, ” D e n ch

told me.“I n s i d e, t h e re’s a core that I won’t
o f f - l o a d . ” Ac c o rding to Fi n ty, D e n ch
“d o e s n’t like to talk about ve ry emotion a l
t h i n g s , ”but throughout our day together
at Wasp Green her gallant cheer was
tested by small unsettling mom e n t s .A l-
though her ch a rm never faltere d , I was
l e ft with mixed messages, as if I had
w a n d e red into some Chekhovian sce-
n a rio full of d i s t ressing secre t s . Our ex-
tended conve r s a t i on at a garden table on
the lawn was interrupted first by a seri e s
o f visitors (the mailman, a next-door
n e i g h b o r, and two secre t a ri e s , e a ch of
w h om got Dench’s full attention ) , then by
ph one ca lls from An t h ony Page and Pe t e r
H a ll , then by som e one delive ring a single
pink rose (I learned later that it was from
Fi n ty — ca r rying on Wi ll i a m s ’s tra d i t i on
of having a single red rose sent to Dench
eve ry Fri d ay of their marri a g e ) , then by
D e n ch’s need to feed the herd of ca t s ,
and then by a panic over a credit ca rd that
might or might not have been stolen.

Fi n a lly, and most perp l e x i n g ly, Fi n ty,
who moved back into her pare n t s ’h o u s e
when Mich ael fe ll ill ,walked over unbid-
den with a prov o ca t i ve and bew i l d e ring an-
n o u n c e m e n t .“Your granddaughter is being
p l ayed by an eighteen-ye a r - o l d , ”she said.
D e n ch’s bright face coll a p s e d .“ O h ,Fi n ty,
I’m so sorry. ” “I t’s all ri g h t , ” Fi n ty said,
with a wave of her hand. “I’m all ri g h t . ”
She turned back to the house, leaving her
mother to struggle with her obvious disap-
p o i n t m e n t .A fter a while,D e n ch said,“I t’ll
be for a ve ry good re a s on . ”T h e n , fin a lly,
she explained: “ ‘The Royal Fa m i ly.’ Sh e
saw Pe t e r. ” Fi n ty, who had re c e n t ly fin-
ished filming in Robert Altman’s “ G o s f o rd
Pa rk , ” had hoped for a part in the play.

A few minutes later, Fi n ty came out
again to say go o d b ye . “It doesn’t matter
about that, you know, ” D e n ch said. “I t
d o e s n’t matter. ”Fi n ty agre e d .“ Sh e’s on ly
a little eighteen-ye a r - o l d , and maybe it’s
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her first job. M aybe she’ll be celebra t i n g
with som e one and getting ve ry exc i t e d , ”
she said. “M aybe you will have som e-
thing else to do,you never know, ”D e n ch
s a i d . “Never know, ” Fi n ty said, n o d d i n g.
“My audition’s been ca n c e lled on Tu e s-
d ay. ” T h e re was a lon g, fie rce silence 
as she exited for the second time. “I t’s 
impossible being the child of an actor, ”
D e n ch said. A certain gra v i ty fe ll acro s s
her face as she seemed to push dow n
feelings of remorse and guilt and got on
with the pro fe s s i onal task at hand.

O n s t a g e, D e n ch has found her bliss;
o f fs t a g e, that bliss has cast a shadow on
o t h e r s — on her brother Jeffrey (“T h e re 
is jealousy, ” he admits. “ Sh e’s had the
b re a k s .I’m a jobbing actor.You know that
n i g g l e s ” ) , on Mich ael (“In some way, h i s
h e a rt was broken by Judi’s success,” E yre
s ays ) , and now on Fi n ty, who seemed, i n
a way that neither of them quite ac-
k n owledged or understood,both to adore
her mother and to wish to subve rt her. A

few months later, Fi n ty told me a story
that reminded me of t h i s .While she and
D e n ch were watching telev i s i on together
one night, Fi n ty said, “ O h , I think Kyl i e
M i n o g u e”—the Au s t ralian pop singer
and former soap-opera s t a r — “is so tal-
e n t e d . ” Ac c o rding to Fi n ty, D e n ch go t
“m a s s i ve ly uptight.‘D e fine “so talented,” ’
she said. ‘ Sh e’s a singer, i s n’t she? Sh e
l o oks go o d .’ She got re a lly cross with me.
She was, l i k e,‘I f you think that’s talented,
what are you aspiring to?’ ”

In her time, D e n ch has been sere -
naded by Gerry Mulligan from be-

neath her New Yo rk hotel window. Sh e
has watch e d , in West Afri ca , a s , at the 
finale of “Tw e l fth Ni g h t , ” people in 
the audience threw their pro g rams into
the air, then jumped to their feet to sing
and dance for seve ral minutes. She has
cl owned with the comedians Eric More-
cambe and Ernie Wi s e . She has lock e d
h e r s e l f in a bathro om with Maggie Sm i t h

to escape the advances of the English
c omic ch a racter actor Miles Mall e s on .
She has refused Billy Con n o lly’s offer 
to show her his pierced nipples. As for 
her own nipples, she has stood in front 
o f the ca m e ra , naked to the waist and 
u n a b a s h e d , dabbing meringue on them.
She has cooled herself on a summer day
by jumping fully clothed into a swim-
ming pool. At Buckingham Pa l a c e, s h e
has scuttled away from the ball ro om with
Ian McKellen to sit on the royal thron e s .
In a Dublin re s t a u ra n t , when Haro l d
Pi n t e r, a theatri cal roy a l , b a rked about
the tardiness of their dinner, D e n ch ,a c-
c o rding to David Jon e s , a c t u a lly bark e d
b a ck ,“M r.Pi n t e r, you are not in Lon d on .
Would you please adjust.” She has made
David Hare a needlepoint pill ow as a
M o t h e r’s Day pre s e n t , with the word s
“Fu ck Off ” i n t ri ca t e ly stitched into the
t a p e s t ry. On the day she became Dame
J u d i ,D e n ch pinned her D. B . E .i n s i g n i a
on the jacket of the actor playing Don

“Out with the old fis h ,in with the new. ”
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Pe d ro in a pro d u c t i on of “M u ch Ad o
About No t h i n g” that she was dire c t i n g.
It is a barometer of her louche and live ly
l i fe that, not long after that, the first ten
rows of the Na t i on a l’s Lyt t e l t on T h e a t re
h e a rd Mich ael Bry a n t , who was play -
ing Enobarbus to her Cleopatra , s ay to
D e n ch under his bre a t h , “I suppose a
f u ck is well out of the question now ? ”

St i ll ,as Ze f fire lli says ,“ She has know n
s u f fe ri n g. ” At the corner of her Su r rey
p ro p e rty is a rowan tre e, planted on an
exact axis with the back door of the house,
w h i ch ,a c c o rding to folklore, is supposed
to protect the house from witch e s ; it has
not been able to protect Dench from the
ca p rices of l i fe .So on after Mich ael died,
in January, an electri cal fault in the ga-
ra g e—an old barn — s t a rted a fire that
gutted it to the fra m e .That ch a r red skele-
ton is the first thing that ro lls into view as
you enter the pro p e rty, and it stands in
e e rie con t rast to the tra n q u i ll i ty behind
i t — w i s t e ria by the front door, a sundial,
a swimming pool, a flo t i lla of p l a s t i c
slides and Wi n n i e - t h e - Po oh toys tuck e d
u n d e rneath the warped ca n t i l eve red tim-
bers of the porch . Seven years earl i e r,
D e n ch’s house in Hampstead had burn e d
d own and a life t i m e’s memorabilia went
up in fla m e s . And in 1997, in a weird 
i nstance of l i fe imitating art ,D e n ch ,l i k e

her ch a racter Esme in “Am y’s Vi ew, ”
w h i ch she was rehearsing at the time,
l e a rned that Fi n ty, then tw e n ty - five, w a s
eight months pregnant and hadn’t told
h e r.She went immediately to Eyre’s offic e
at the Na t i on a l .“ She stood in the door-
w ay and just coll a p s e d , ” he re ca ll s .“ Sh e
e x p l o d e d . I’d never seen that. U n b e l i ev-
a b ly painful.She was massive ly wounded
that the person she had thought of as her
best friend in the world had not con fid e d
in her the not insignificant fact of h e r
p re g n a n cy. ” ( Fi n ty hadn’t wanted Mi-
ch ae l , a con s e rv a t i ve Catholic, to know
that she was having an illegitimate ch i l d . )
Neve rt h e l e s s , rehearsals of “Am y’s Vi ew ”
went on . E yre says of D e n ch , “D e e p
within her is the ethos that you don’t let
people dow n . I f yo u’re an actor, you go
on . As Tennessee Wi lliams says , yo u
e nd u re by enduri n g. ”

On July 9th of last ye a r, a mu g gy
M on d ay, at St . Pa u l’s Church in Cove n t
G a rd e n , a standing-ro om - on ly crowd
h e a rd Trevor Nunn eulogize Mich ae l
Wi lliams as a fine actor and part n e r.
“I remember them court i n g, ” he said,
standing opposite an enlarged photo of
Wi ll i a m s , who was five feet four and
p u ck i s h ly handsom e . “When they go t
m a r ri e d , Mike said to me, he was in the
g rip of feelings ‘b eyond any happiness

he had ever dreamed of.’ He told me
m o re than once that his favorite line in
Sh a k e s p e a re was ‘You have bere ft me of
a ll word s , l a d y.’ B e cause when he was
with Jude, he knew the full extent of
what Sh a k e s p e a re was sayi n g. ”

By the time Dench and Wi lliams were
m a r ri e d , in 1971,when she was thirty - s i x ,
D e n ch had done a lot of l i v i n g. “Wh e n
she likes som e t h i n g,she wants it like a wild
a n i m a l , ” Ze f fire lli says . E yre adds, “ Sh e
was pro d i g i o u s ly falling in love with the
wrong man.” One such man was the late
c omic actor Le on a rd Rossiter, who was
in another re l a t i onship when they had an
a f f a i r.“ Some days ,s h e’d come in and she’d
had a won d e rful day with him,” re ca ll s
M c K e ll e n ,who was then co-starring with
her in “The Prom i s e . ”“ Other times,h e’d
h a ve to leave early or hadn’t turned up,
and she was despera t e .Te a r s ,t e a r s ,t e a r s .
She was helpless and hopeless. What I
was seeing was utterly vulnera b l e . ”

In 1969, on an R. S . C . tour of Au s-
t ra l i a ,C h a rlie T h om a s ,a talented yo u n g
actor with a drinking pro b l e m , who was
p l aying the love l o rn Orsino to Dench’s
Vi o l a , died under mys t e rious circ u m-
s t a n c e s .T h omas had been ve ry dependent
on Dench , Nunn told me.“It was a shat-
t e ring situation , ” he said.Wi ll i a m s ,w h o
was also a member of the R. S . C .and had
b e c om e, in Nu n n’s word s , “p ro b a b ly
m o re than a fri e n d , ” flew out to com f o rt
h e r. “What was between them deepened
e n o rm o u s ly during that time, ” Nu n n
s ays . “Mike arriving made a fantastic dif-
fe re n c e . ” On that tri p, Wi lliams pro-
p o s e d ,but Dench demu r re d .“No, i t’s too
romantic here, with the sun and the sea
and the sand,”Wi lliams re m e m b e red her
s ayi n g. “Ask me on a ra i ny night in Bat-
tersea and I’ll think about it.” One ra i ny
night in Battersea, in 1970, she said ye s .

Wi ll i a m s ,who came from Live rp o o l ,
had a more work i n g - class pedigree than
D e n ch , and he had the right com b i n a-
t i on of s t u rdiness and faith to both tether
D e n ch and contain what her agent ca ll s
the “D i z zy Dora” side of her person a l -
i ty. “M i ch ael was all - ca l m i n g, ” D e n ch
s ays . By eve ry account, t h ey were go o d
c om p a n i on s .D e n ch re ca ll s , “He used to
s ay of h i m s e l f, b e cause he was Cancer-
ian—the crab—and I’m a Sa g i t t a ri a n ,
‘I’m scuttling away tow a rd the dark ,a n d
yo u’re scuttling tow a rd the light. Wh a t
we do is we hold hands and keep our-
s e lves in the middl e .’ ”
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“Pleased to meet you, though of course I’m sorry about the circ u m s ta n c e s . ”

• •
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B u t , as the decades wore on , and de-
spite “A Fine Rom a n c e, ” the sitcom they
s t a r red in together in the early eighties,
Wi lliams was incre a s i n g ly in Dench’s
s h a d ow.“In a sense,eve ry one of her suc-
cesses was a diminution of h i m , ” E yre
s ays . D e n ch was acutely aware of t h e
p ro b l e m .“Judi was pro t e c t i ve of M i ch ae l
like a lion e s s , ” G e o f f rey Palmer says . “I
d on’t think Mich ael was an easy man.
But the fact that all his married life he
was Mr. Judi Dench — t h a t’s difficult for
a ny man.He used to get ve ry low. He sat
at home feeding the bloody swans while
she was doing three jobs a day. ”Ac c o rd i n g
to Dench ,d u ring these depre s s i ons Wi l-
liams would become remote and “ve ry,
ve ry silent.”She says ,“I had to give an in-
c redible amount of c on fidence to Mi-
ch ae l ,who was ve ry uncon fident indeed.”

On the inside of D e n ch’s wedding
ring is inscribed a modified line from
“Troilus and Cre s s i d a , ” w h i ch Wi ll i a m s
i n cluded in the first note he wrote to her:
“I will weep yo u , as ’tw e re a man born in
Ap ri l . ” It proved to be som ewhat pre-
s c i e n t .On their tw e n ty - fifth annive r s a ry,
D e n ch spoke of “just missing the ro ck s . ”
The marri a g e, she says , was volatile. “I
t h row things,” she adds. “I threw a hot
cup of tea at him and his mother.And the
s a u c e r.I didn’t hit either of t h e m ,u n f o rt u-
n a t e ly. ” Wi lliams enjoyed spending time
at the local pub.On seve ral Su n d ays ,w h e n
t h ey had guests for lunch , Wi lliams and
the male guests ro ll e d b a ck from the pub
late for the meal.“M u m’s like ‘Fi n e .Lo ck
a ll the doors,’”Fi n ty re ca ll s .“ ‘No,h e’s not
c oming in unless he can get through the top
w i n d ow.’”Wi lliams and his crew cl i m b e d
to their lunch on a thirty-foot ladder.
And on c e, just before Christmas in 1983,
an argument about the boiler sent Dench
and Wi lliams into such a blind fury that
t h ey refused to talk or look at each other
on the long ride into Lon d on , w h e re
t h ey were perf o rming in “Pa ck of L i e s . ”
“The air was black , and we’re bow l i n g
d own Sh a ft e s b u ry Avenue and not
speaking and this person knocks on the
w i n d ow and begins to sing ‘A Fine Ro-
m a n c e, ’ ” D e n ch says . “We howled with
l a u g h t e r.H ow l e d . I re a l i zed it ve ry mu ch
in the last year—he was a tre m e n d o u s
a n chor to me. A re a l , p roper anch o r. ”

Just months before Wi lliams died,t h e
f a m i ly took a trip to Aberd e e n s h i re,
w h e re Billy Con n o lly had gathered som e
f riends at his ca s t l e . The week before,

Wi lliams had asked Dench whether he
was going to die, and she’d told him he
w a s . “When Judi told me about it, s h e
s t a rted by looking me in the eye and
ended up fid dling with the cutlery, t h e n
just went ve ry quiet,” C on n o lly re ca ll s .
“ She went to a place in her head where
she obv i o u s ly feels mu ch more com f o rt-
able and didn’t say a thing. ”C on n o lly is a
banjo playe r, and when Dench and Wi l-
liams were in residence he and his other
g u e s t s — St eve Martin (banjo), E ric Idl e
( g u i t a r ) , the Incredible St ring Band’s
Robin Wi ll i a m s on (mandolin), and a
l o cal fis h e rman who played the fid dl e—
would go to a cl e a ring in a nearby wood,
build a fire, and sit on tree stumps to play,
s i n g, and sometimes dance into the night.
C on n o lly has a picture of the reve l s ,w i t h
two green wicker chairs brought into the
c i rcle for Wi lliams and Dench .Wi ll i a m s
is laughing and holding a large glass of
w h i s k ey. H e’s looking beyond the fire at
the fid dl e r; D e n ch is looking at him.
“T h ey were like young love r s , ”C on n o lly
s ays . “T h ey touched all the time. T h e
w i cker chairs are still there .We ca n’t move
t h e m . Nobody wants to. ’Cause it’s Judi
and Mich ae l . ”

“Ih a ve a huge amount of e n e r gy, ”
D e n ch told me when we met at the

U n i on Club in Soho for lunch in No-
ve m b e r. “ G ri e f p roduces more energy,
and all that needs burning up. ” In the ten
m onths since Wi ll i a m s ’s death, D e n ch’s
h e rculean work l o a d — “The Royal Fa m-
i ly ” and three fil m s , “The Importance of
Being Earn e s t , ” “The Shipping New s , ”
and “Iris”—had brought some of t h e
shine back to her pale-blue, a l m on d -
shaped eye s .Her face was both animated
and ca l m . “When my father died, it was
almost like she was curi o u s ly libera t e d , ”
Fi n ty says . And although Dench still
feels “l o p s i d e d , ” she said, “I just want to
l e a rn new things all the time, ” and was
f u ll of n ews of her accomplishments in
g a rd e n i n g, a rch e ry, and pool.

She had also learned to ride a Za p p y
scooter—a sort of s k a t e b o a rd with han-
dl e b a r s .K evin Sp a c ey, who before mak-

ing “The Shipping New s ” told the dire c-
t o r, Lasse Hall s t r ö m , that he had tw o
goals—“to give a good perf o rmance and
to make Dench laugh”—had taught her
in Central Pa rk on his scooter, w h i ch has
a turbo engine that goes up to about
tw e n ty miles per hour. “I was ru n n i n g
a l ong with her as she did it,” Sp a c ey says .
“People were kind of recognizing us,p a r-
t i c u l a rly her. Som e one said, ‘D i d n’t yo u
h a ve something to do with James Bon d ? ’
And she said, ‘Ye s , I’m his boss,’ and kept
m ov i n g. ” From her go l d - l e a fed diary,
D e n ch produced a photo of Sp a c ey on
l o ca t i on ; he was wearing a black baseball
cap with “Ac t o r” e m b ro i d e red above the
visor and a sweatshirt she’d had made for
him with the legend “The Caramel Mac-
chiato of Sh ow Business,” in honor of t h e
c o f fee he’d brought her each day on the
s h o o t .That eve n i n g, she told me, Sp a c ey
was coming to “The Royal Fa m i ly. ”

On perf o rming nights, D e n ch leave s
Wasp Green by car at quarter to five and
a r ri ves at the T h e a t re Royal Haym a rk e t
in Lon d on at six-fift e e n . Her dre s s i n g
ro om — No. 1 0 , on the third flo o r, J oh n
G i e l g u d’s favori t e—has a blue ca rp e t ,
high ceilings, an antech a m b e r, and a go l d
plaque on the front door with her name
on it. Fi r s t ,D e n ch reads and re s p onds to
her letters. Her next order of business is
to talk with the com p a ny.“We alw ays will
ch e ck up with each other, ” she says .“E s-
s e n t i a l . It makes you laugh if you see them
for the first time on s t a g e . I don’t know
w hy. I’m on a knife edge in this play. ”H e r
ritual for getting dressed never vari e s .Sh e
puts on a body stock i n g, then black tights
and a dressing gow n . She bandages up
her hair and does her face and,fin a lly,h e r
n a i l s . A b ove her is an oval mirror fe s-
t o oned with greeting ca rd s ; to her ri g h t , a
photo of Wi ll i a m s ; and to her left a
photo of her gra n d s on , Sa m m y. B e s i d e
her on the dressing table are two luck y
p i g s , two tro ll s , and a snail (a memento of
her ve ry first ro l e, at the age of f o u r ) .

A fter our lunch , on the way out, I
m e n t i oned to Dench that I hadn’t ye t
seen “The Royal Fa m i ly. ” She paused at
the front door of the cl u b.“Wi ll you tell
me when yo u’re coming in?” she said,
holding out her cheek to be kissed.“An d
I’ll ove ract for yo u . ” It was an exq u i s i t e
e x i t . The line came so fast and was
p l ayed so deft ly and spoken with such
w a rmth that, for a mom e n t , I believe d
s h e’d never said it before . ♦
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