
gazine
3 July 2021

NE S
People
hink there
s something
odd and
disturbing
about me’

Wardrobe
whisperer
‘HELP!
I need a re-entry
work outfit’

SCAMDEM IC

The new fraudwave
sweeping Britain
this summer

GERAINT THOMAS

ON H IS

TOUR DE AGONY

‘It’s not just a bike race
– it’s my whole life’

P LUSFINDING THE ONE

We reunited after
20 years… now our
story has become a
Hollywood film’

‘

Y O U R W E E K E N D S T A R T S H E R E

TheTelegraphMag
JO SE PH F I EN

‘P
t
is
o

D
o
c
u
m
e
n
t
:
1
0
0
1
C
C
-
D
T
M
M
M
-
1
-
0
3
0
7
2
1
-
A
0
0
1
C
-
X
X
.
p
d
f
;
F
o
r
m
a
t
:
(
2
0
5
.
0
0
x
2
6
0
.
0
0
m
m
)
;
D
a
t
e
:

2
8
.
J
u
n
2
0
2
1
1
6
:
0
8
:
4
5
;
T
e
l
e
g
r
a
p
h



6 3 July 2021 | The Telegraph Magazine

D
o
c
u
m
e
n
t
:
1
0
0
6
C
C
-
D
T
M
M
M
-
1
-
0
3
0
7
2
1
-
A
0
0
6
C
-
X
X
.
p
d
f
;
F
o
r
m
a
t
:
(
2
0
5
.
0
0
x
2
6
0
.
0
0
m
m
)
;
D
a
t
e
:

2
8
.
J
u
n
2
0
2
1
1
4
:
5
7
:
1
7
;
T
e
l
e
g
r
a
p
h



The Telegraph Magazine | 3 July 2021 7

onplayingTV’s
mostdespised
character ‘Ican’tbear

thethoughtof
mydaughters
watchingit’

This interview
includesspoilers for the

seasonfinaleof
TheHandmaid’sTale

Joseph
Fiennes

Interview

Heplays the odious
Commander Fred
Waterford in the
award-winning drama
TheHandmaid’s Tale,
but, the actor tells
Helena deBertodano,
the role has taken a
heavy toll. Portrait by
Matt Holyoak

SPOILER ALERT
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Although Joseph Fiennes is hotly
tipped for an Emmy nomination as
lead male actor in a drama for his

performance as the odious Commander
FredWaterford in TheHandmaid’s Tale, he
fervently hopes that his loved ones never
see the show. ‘I’ve got twoyoungdaughters
and just the most magnificent wife [Swiss-
Spanish photographer María Dolores
Diéguez], and Iwant to do themproud. And
of course they’re proud I’m in a successful
show,but there is apartofme that can’tbear
the thought of [them] everwatching this.’

Over the past four years, Fiennes has
played themainantagonist in thehugely suc-
cessful television adaptation of Margaret
Atwood’s 1985 novel about life in a fictional
patriarchal theocracy, known as Gilead,
where ‘handmaids’ are forced to bear chil-
dren forhigh-rankingmen (suchasFred) and
theirwives. And in the current fourth season
he really comes into his own – as the charac-
ter battles for his freedom and his life, while
continuing to try tomanipulate those around
him. If, when the Emmy nominees are
announced on 13 July, Fiennes finds himself
among them, itwill behis first nomination as
lead actor in the series. (In its debut season,
hewas nominated as a supporting actor.)

‘I’m speechless… How exciting,’ he says
when I ask him about the potential acco-
lade. He adds, ‘If there’s an excuse to go and
see everyone [from the show] again that
would be great.’

Casually dressed in a dark-blue T-shirt
and khaki trousers, Fiennes, 51, is relaxed
and friendly: ‘I’m Joe – although I hear my
mum’s voice in my head saying, “Please get
everyone to call you Joseph.”’ He is talking
over Zoom from his apartment in Palma de
Mallorca, his tanned face framed by diapha-
nous white curtains which billow gently in
thebreeze. It is earlyFridayevening inSpain
– but still oppressively humid. ‘My eldest
daughter [Eva, 11] has gone for a dance les-
sonand theotherone [Isabel,nine] isquietly
next door doing some homework. So we’ve
got some quiet time before supper hits and
everyone gets hungry or hangry.’

The family are in Palma for the weekend
because Eva has a dance performance at a
local theatre. But they are usually based at
their house in thenearbyTramuntanamoun-
tains, where they have lived since 2009. ‘It’s
in the middle of nowhere… surrounded by
eagles and vultures and wild goats. It’s off-
grid, with its own well. It’s our escape from
everything and everyone. And it’s paradise, it
means everything to us. That’s where one of
my daughters was born and it’s filled with
memorieswecherishof thegirls growingup.’

He is enjoying being backwith his family
after spending half a year filming TheHand-
maid’sTale inCanada, only returningbriefly

forChristmas. Inprevious seasons theyhave
accompanied him, the girls going to school
in Canada. ‘But they’re at an age nowwhere
it’s just too disruptive, and with the pan-
demic, itmadesense that theystayed [inMal-
lorca]. But I found it particularly difficult.’

FilmingduringCovidwaschallenging,he
says. ‘The production ethic was extraordi-
nary: we had a total of 27,000 tests, we
would have nose swabs up to three times
a week, 2,000 litres of hand sanitiser were
used. It forced the writers to produce stun-
ning scenes with just two actors… In many
ways the reduction has magnified some-
thing. Gilead is all about quiet, suffocating
stillness, the dread of being overheard.’

Although the show will continue for a
fifth season, the fourthmarks the end of the
road for Fred, as hemeets his inevitable and
brutal demise. ‘I’mquite relieved tobedone
with it,’ says Fiennes. ‘I’m also relieved for
the audience because they need that
moment of catharsis. I too share that cathar-

siswith them…There’s this residue Iwant to
get rid of. I reallywant donewith Fred.’

He has found the role mentally exhaust-
ing. ‘There’s something pernicious and per-
vasive about Fred. He is pathetic but he lin-
gers. Sometimes you’re driven and excited
[to play] a villain. This is the first time I’ve
beenstruckbyhowI’mnot into it. I think it’s
because there are too many parallels [with
the world today] and being a parent to two
extraordinary daughters.’

He is referring to political parallels –
especially under the Trump administration
– and the treatment ofwomen that gave rise
to theMeToomovement. ‘Playing Fred and
then reading thenewsabout another abhor-
rent character, it all felt very close,’ he says.

Fiennes refused to shootonescene for sea-
son two– inwhichFredwasmeant to rapehis
wife, played by Yvonne Strahovski. And he
found the scenes in which Fred forces him-

self on his handmaid, played by Elisabeth
Moss, especially gruelling. ‘Those ritualistic
rape scenes – for want of a better word…’ He
tries to find another phrase but gives up: ‘Oh,
let’snotdress itup, that’swhatGilead is really
about. I found those very difficult in season
one when we barely knew each other. And
even if we did know each other, it just all felt
so wrong and so ugly, [although] handled in
a brilliantway by the director.’

He, Moss and Strahovski have become
very close as friends. ‘I adore Lizzie, she’s
been such an enormous support. Her work
ethic is extraordinary and her sense of calm
exemplary. And Yvonne is a blast. We are
often inhysterics and thankGod for that. It’s
really about learning to hang on to the joy
and the fun, even when the narrative is as
dark and complex asTheHandmaid’s.’

WhenpeoplecatchsightofFiennes in the
street, the response is cautious. ‘I get linger-
ing puzzled looks,’ he explains. ‘They’re not
quite surewhether I’m in reality or fromfic-
tionbut theyknow,eitherway, there’s some-
thing odd anddisturbing [aboutme]…’

Those who do recognise him greet him
with mock respect. ‘It’s, “Under his eye,
commander,”or, “Blessedbe the fruit.” It’s all

allusions to [TheHandmaid’s Tale],’ he says.
Even after playing Fred for four years,

Fiennes finds little to like about him. ‘He’s
always been cognisant of the horror but he
will never give uphis double-breasted suits
and mahogany desks. Atwood describes
him as this pathetic limb that lives inside
a military boot…He’s like a lot of powerful
peoplewhogetdrunkontheirpositionsand
feel untouchable.

‘I remember reading about a patient of
Freud’s who was a serial molester. He would
always iron his banknotes, crisply, and fold
themwonderfully into his wallet. There was
somethingaboutbeingcleanandprecise that
allowed you then to be abhorrent and awful.
There’s a bit of Fred in that – not only in how
hepreenshimself, but also thewayhe likes to
say sorry. It’s rather like finding absolution in
the church – saying sorry so you can go back
and do it again. That’s the sort ofmanhe is…’ P
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Fiennes (left) and siblings, by their father Mark, 1972 With María Dolores Diéguez and their daughters, 2016

In thestreet, people think
‘there’ssomethingoddand
disturbing [aboutme]…’
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Before TheHandmaid’s Tale, Fiennes was
best known for Shakespeare inLove (1998), in
which he portrayed the playwright as a lika-
ble rogue, opposite Gwyneth Paltrow; and
Elizabeth (1998), in which he played Robert
DudleyoppositeCateBlanchett as thequeen.
The former earned him a Bafta nomination
for best actor in a leading role.

Yet Fiennes first made his name
in theatre, appearing inTheWoman
inBlack in 1993 and then in A
Month in the Country the fol-
lowing year, opposite Helen
Mirren. He was a member of
the Royal Shakespeare Com-
pany for two seasons. ‘I feel
hugely grateful I’ve come
from theatre. Handmaid’s
and Shakespeare is by vir-
tue of a 17-year-old kid in
Lambeth wishing to do

theatre and being a dresser, then ushering.
I’m aching to get back to [theatre].’

He comes from a creative background: his
father,MarkFiennes,was a freelancephotog-
rapher; his mother, Jennifer Lash, a writer
and painter. The actor Ralph Fiennes, Oscar-
nominated forbothSchindler’sList (1993) and

The English Patient (1996), is one of
his elder brothers. His two sisters,
Martha and Sophie, are directors,

his brother Magnus is a com-
poser andhis twin Jake is a con-
servationist. He has an older
adopted brother, Michael
Emery, who is an archaeologist.
And the explorer Sir Ranulph

Fiennes is a cousin.
Fiennes’ childhoodwas

nomadic. The family
moved house often and
he attended some 14

schools, as his parents were constantly reno-
vating homes andmoving on. The worst was
a school in Kilkenny, Ireland, run by nuns. ‘I
was caned pretty relentlessly: rapped on the
knuckles or across the bottom and left with
huge raised red skin. And threatened by the
authority because I was probably just overly
energetic. It’s interesting, we talk about the
patriarchy but I remember the fear of the
nuns being themost terrifying thing tome.’

The idea that his childhoodwas gilded is a
frequentmisconception. ‘I’mawareof aname
[the full family surname is Twisleton-Wyke-
ham-Fiennes] and I am aware of a kind of life
which is completely different to anyone’s
understanding of what they feel that name
should mean. It’s a name that really robs you
of the truth… Not just poverty but nothing
handed to you. Every one ofmy brothers and
sisters have done [what they’ve done] by vir-
tueof love, sweat, passion anddiscipline. [My
parents] were always penniless, always in
debt, always having tomovehouse.

‘I’m really proud that I inheritednothing.
I bought my own trainers at 16 andmy own
clothes. Everything [else]washandeddown
tome: nothing fitted and nothingwasmine.
I don’t regret that but I do regret ending up

in a south London comprehensive in Harris
tweed – handed down by a cousin to the
poor relatives, as we were. That didn’t go
down very well. That’s a sort of metaphor:
the clothes or apparel belying the truth.’

Still, hismemories of childhood aremostly
happy ones, with very supportive parents. ‘I
had such freedom, I could bicycle anywhere.
I was a bit of a tearaway. I remember in Kilk-
enny coming across a lovely sports car with a
groupof friends. Imusthavebeenabouteight
and we’d just seen Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.
We tore it to bits. The police came and all the
mothers cameout to defend their children.’

Fiennes and his twin Jake remain close:
‘We’re poles apart on so many levels,
but when you share a womb, bunk

beds and birthdays, you’re invariably close.’
He talksenthusiastically about Jake’sworkas
a conservationist, describing the Holkham
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Cast and producers at the Golden Globes, 2018Fiennes with Yvonne Strahovski, his on-screen wife, in The Handmaid’s Tale, and (below) at the Emmys in 2017
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estate in Norfolk, where he is based, as ‘an
extraordinary Palladian idyll’. As a child, he
says, Jake was obsessed with wildlife. ‘I
remember at the age of 12 opening up the
freezer to find a taxidermied fox in there…’

He adored hismother, who died of breast
cancerwhenhewas inhis early20s. ‘I’m just
a yearor twoawaynowfromtheage shewas
when she sadly departed. I just can’t quite
fathom that.’

Did she live to see any of his success? ‘She
saw the first show I did in the West End, a
Gothic horror play called The Woman in
Black. The conceit is the actor has to come
through theaudience…’Hepauses, lookingat
the ceiling and blinking back tears, then
quickly rises tohis feet andvanishes from the
screen. He returns a minute later, recom-
posed. ‘Itwas just toughwalking past her.’

Therewasa time in thepastwhenFiennes
found himself irked by comparisons with
Ralph. ‘I left that behind long ago,’ he says
today. ‘Ralph, I have to say,was just so help-
ful in both helpingme prepare speeches for
drama school or getting me a job at the
NationalTheatreasadresser…Forgetdrama
school. Go and be a dresser: be humiliated
picking up smelly pants and socks, and see
themechanics behind the curtain.’

People used to mistake him for his
brother. ‘That still happens on occasion,’
saysFiennes. ‘Mywife says I’m lookingmore
andmore likeRalph.’

He met Diéguez at a film festival in
Taormina, Sicily, in 2004, when he was 34
and shewas 22. Althoughher family is origi-
nally from Galicia, Spain, she grew up in
Bern, Switzerland. For a while they tried a
long-distance relationship, then theymoved
in together, living first in the States, then
Switzerland, then London, where Diéguez
attended the Chelsea College of Arts. ‘We
couldn’t find the rightmiddle ground. Then
she suggestedMallorca…Wecamehere and
themagnificenceofMallorcaand theBalear-
ics really tookmybreath away. It felt like the
right place to raise our daughters.’

They married in 2009, the year they
moved into their mountain home – which
was quite an adjustment after life in the city.
‘I remember about one o’clock in themorn-
ing hearing the shrill scream of a child that
sounded like it was being murdered. My
wifeand Igotupandwent racingaround the
house trying to find where this noise was
coming from. Itwas a baby goat [outside].’

While his wife and daughters are fully
bilingual, Fiennes sayshis Spanish is limited:
‘I can get by.’ As for the culture, he has
relaxed into it. ‘When I first came here, I
resisted the siesta, I thought it was for the
weak of constitution – and now I’m so
addicted to the 20-minute power nap,which
invariably becomes an hour. That’s probably

whyI feel sogoodat50: itmustbe the siestas.’
Fiennes says he feels more attracted to

comedy and character acting than leading-
man roles: ‘Brian Cox [the Scottish actor]
remarked that I was a character actor
trapped in a leadingman’s body.’ In an inter-
view in 1999, he cringed about a poster
advertising Elizabethwith the word ‘lover’
writtenabovehis image. ‘Naffmarketing,’ he
saidat the time. ‘Roll on thebeergutandbald
head, I say. The character parts.’ When I
remind him of this quote he laughs and runs
his hands through his hair, checking how
much is left. ‘Well I could always shave a
patch and put on a paunch. The beer, I tell
you, thatwill comequitenaturally, sittingon
the terraces ofMallorcawith the cervezas.’

Hmm, it seems unlikely. Fiennes sounds
verydisciplined. ‘I climb themountains and
takeourdogs for longwalks,’ he says. ‘And in
Canada I would swim in the Great Lake of
Ontario, even inMarchwhen I had to break
through the ice.’

Hewaxes lyrical about thebenefitsof cold

exposure, which he is exploring as part of
his preparation for The Iceman. In the
upcoming film, Fiennes plays Dutch
extreme athlete Wim Hof, known for his
ability to withstand freezing temperatures.
He has several other pending projects,
including a version of Cyrano de Bergerac
and an adaptation of a revenge thriller, The
Sett, by Sir RanulphFiennes.

He helps his wife with her photography
when he is back home. ‘I’m her assistant.
She does tintype photography and for the
last few months she’s been going down to
the port and taking photographs of the fish-
ermen that go out at three in the morning,
and sometimes she goes outwith them…’

With a predominantly female household,
he cannothelpbut reflect on theway that the
world has been designed bymen. ‘Men have
even invented forwomentheparticularposi-
tions inwhich to give birth: stirrups and lay-
ing flat on the table. My wife felt that was
whollyunnatural toherurgeanddidherown
thingwith these incredible doulas: 1,000dif-
ferent positions and she owned themoment.’

Fiennes has never participated in social
media. ‘I don’t have a strong stance [against
it] but I feel like it ran away before I could
understand it. I’d rather bewithmy children
than swipinganddoing thumbsupandbeing
obsessed about photos of food that I took. I
much prefer the social dining table with the
family. So phones are banned at the table.’

Ifhisdaughterswanted to followhiminto
acting, he says he would not deter them. ‘I
would support them in anything that they
felt passionate about. Absolutely anything.
One-hundred per cent support.’ He hesi-
tates: ‘Maybenotmotorcycle racing…’

At first they didn’t know their father was
an actor. ‘They thought Iwas a pilot because
Iwasalwaysflying. I loved that. I tried to stay
with that narrative for as long as possible.’

He explains that although The Hand-
maid’sTalehas not changed theway he par-
ents, it has made him more conscious ‘of
their roadahead’. ‘Ensuring that theyunder-
standwhat tofight for andhowtovoice their
opinions – to challenge the patriarchy every
day, even if that means me as a dad. Chal-
lenge. Challenge. Challenge.’

Anddo they challengehim? ‘Theydo! I’m
outnumbered here. And rather relieved to
be, frankly.’

Although he has left the role behind,
Fiennes realises that Commander Fred
Waterford will cast a long shadow over his
career. ‘It’s a poisoned chalice. After Eliza-
bethandShakespeare itwas20yearsof lovers
inflouncy shirts jumpingoffhorses.Now it’s
probably going to be 20 years of villainy.’
TheHandmaid’sTale season four continues
at9pm,SundaysonChannel4.Catchupon
all previous episodesonAll4

From top Fiennes with elder brother Ralph in 2005;
with Gwyneth Paltrow in Shakespeare in Love (1998)
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‘[Myparents]werealways
penniless…I’mreallyproud
that I inheritednothing’
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