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Less than 15 years ago, actor Brendan Gleeson gave up his post as an English instructor in the Irish countryside to pursue an acting career at the age of 34. 

“I never thought it was really going to happen professionally,” he said. “But when I was 34, I said, ‘Well, I have to give something up,’ life was getting a little bit too hectic.”

His success has been an actor’s dream. In his first film role he worked with Mel Gibson in Braveheart. He has since built up a resume of versatile performances, including recent supporting roles in 28 Days Later and Gangs of New York and an award-winning turn opposite John Voigt in 1998 as legendary Irish thief, Martin Cahill, in The General.

“I love the fact that things are going well. But ultimately I think the work is the work. It’s not really about the recognition as much. I mean, that sounds clichéd maybe and a little bit pat, but I really do believe that as long as I’m allowed to keep doing what I love doing, I’ve reached where I wanted to go.”

This Christmas Gleeson appears alongside the likes of Nicole Kidman and Renee Zellweger in Cold Mountain. He plays Stobrod, the wayward father to Zellweger’s character, Ruby. But Gleeson says Stobrod undergoes “a change of heart” as the film progresses.

“He finds that he has grown, I think, as a person and also the way that he accepts the slings and arrows that Ruby throws at him. And Renee knows how to throw a few slings and arrows let me tell you.”

Stobrod plays the fiddle and sings several songs during the film. Gleeson knew the Irish fiddle, but had to learn a different kind of fiddle for the Appalachian music that appears in Cold Mountain. He likened the experience to walking and chewing gum at the same time, but he loved the opportunity to train in Nashville for several weeks. 

“There’s a guy called Derek Powell who came out and made life an awful lot easier. We had a few tunes together, which was fantastic.”

Although Cold Mountain takes place in Appalachia, much of it was filmed in Romania. Gleeson and other actors stayed in a small village in the Transylvanian Alps. “It was cold and we stayed in this villa. So we were kind of thrown together in a very real way.

“Romania is a little bit behind the times in terms of mechanization and all that. So, just to see people working in the fields saving hay or whatever they were about—horses and carts rather than tractors—was all good.”

Gleeson has filmed at least three films each of the last two years. This spring he’ll appear in another epic, Troy, starring Brad Pitt. On the set he experienced one of the greatest joys of his life: playing fiddle for Peter O’Toole. No sequels to Fiddler on the Roof, however, are in sight. 


