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Hear the name Steve  
Guttenberg and the first 
thing you are likely to 
think of are eighties film 

hits such as Police Academy, Three 
Men and a Baby and Cocoon.

And why not? The wavy-haired 
nice guy from New York was the busi-
est performer in the Screen Actors 
Guild during that decade, second only 
to Gene Hackman, with his films 
grossing more than $1 billion. 

Then suddenly things went quiet  
– at least on this side of the pond.  
Guttenberg made his West End stage 
debut in Tom Griffith’s play The Boys 
Next Door, then went on to appear in  
a string of US television shows and 
independent films, play alongside 
Kirstie Alley and the Olsen twins in 
It Takes Two, and direct his first 
movie, PS Your Cat is Dead!. 

Judging by the list of credits, he 
was a busy man, but the projects were 
of a smaller scale and lower profile 
compared to those that first launched 
his career. 

“In the nineties, I just wanted to 
take a little breath. For 15 years of 
my life, I was home three months a 
year, I had missed the births of my 
nieces and nephews, I missed my sis-
ters graduating and I wanted to slow 
down,” Guttenberg says, as he sits  
by a glowing fireplace in a luxury 
London hotel, where he is holding 
back to back interviews in the run-up 
to his latest project – playing Baron 
Hardup in Cinderella at the Churchill 
Theatre in Bromley.

The Goot, as he is affectionately 
known back in his home city, shifts 
between two personas – ordinary guy 
and Hollywood star.

Although he is wearing casual blue 
jeans, a relaxed T-shirt and walking 
shoes, he is sipping hot water and 
lemon from what is probably Wedge-
wood china and has distinctly  
wrinkle-free, sun-kissed skin.

The 50-year-old actor talks with a 
contemplative, Zen-like manner, 
which is occasionally interrupted with 
animated anecdotes of Hollywood 
A-listers.

But when probed on the right sub-
ject, he knows how to let rip – today it 
is the meaning of success, prompted 
by a question about whether he con-
sciously withdrew from the limelight. 

 “Success is measured in money 
and that is really shitty, because that 
is not success. There is a man out 
there making 2p an hour, but he 
might be really successful. He’s got  
a wonderful family, great life, he is 

really happy,” Guttenberg says.
“So an actor on the West End who 

makes £600 a week is less successful 
than a guy who is making £10 million 
a movie? That is not true.

“I always say to people, come live 
my life for 20 minutes, you will see 
what success is. I have one of the 
greatest lives in the world, whether  
I make a hit movie this year or not.  
I have a mum and dad, I’ve got family 
and friends. It is not about money and 
it is not about attention and it is not 
about importance, my life is success-
ful because I really like myself and I 
am proud of who I am.”

Guttenberg has made a resurgence 
this year. In April, he appeared in 
Dancing With the Stars, the US  
version of Strictly Come Dancing, 
received the a Lifetime Achievement 
Award at the independent Fire Island 
Golden Wagon Film Festival and 
more recently emerged as a YouTube 
celebrity when he ran sans trousers 
through Central Park for comedian 
Will Ferrell’s website Funny or Die. 

And now he is following the trend 
set by well-known American names 
such as Henry Winkler and Paul 
Michael Glaser by appearing in  
pantomime in the UK. 

In the US, there is no equivalent to 
the traditional British festive show 
and the word pantomime is under-
stood to mean Marcel Marceau-style 
mime art.

So what is the appeal for American 
actors? Guttenberg shrugs and says: 
“Theatre, you know, it’s a play. You’ve 
got the chance to do a play and, espe-
cially coming over to London, that’s 
cool. I think it is great, it’s fun.”

The response sums up his very 
practical approach to acting – work is 
work. Despite having a large 

repertoire of comedic roles and being 
involved in improvisational groups the 
Groundlings and the Upright Citizens 
Brigade, the actor insists he does not 
have a preference when it comes to 
genre or medium and won’t pick a 
favourite overall film.  

He says: “It’s all the same. It is like 
being a carpenter – you build a house, 
a barn, a shed. It’s like being a doctor, 
you fix a common cold or you replace 
a lung. But it’s all the same.

“I love the stage because right 
away, you can play. A film is a direc-
tor’s medium and the stage is the 
actor’s medium. I love both, they are 
different, but I bring my hammer and 
nails and work.”

When the news of Guttenberg’s 
appearance in Cinderella was 
announced, cynics inevitably ques-
tioned if this was the sign of a lagging 
career. And while the ever-diplomatic 
actor tries to brush off the comments, 
his frustration is evident.  

 “You must really love me to take 
the time out of your life to diss me. 
The opposite of love is not hate, it is 
indifference. I’m an artist – my career 
is a thousand years long if I live a 
thousand years,” he says. 

“Picasso – not every painting was a 
hit. Van Gogh died. He died before he 
sold one painting. I mean, how rude. 
So now everyone buys his paintings 
and everyone lauds Van Gogh. Where 
were you when he was alive? It is a 
career, you are an artist and you 
paint. Sometimes your paintings sell, 
sometimes they don’t sell.”

And Guttenberg knows what it is to 
live the life of a struggling artist. He 
decided at the age of 11 to be an actor 
after watching Ronald Colman in the 
1937 film Lost Horizon – despite dis-
couragement from his parents and, at 

the age of 17, an agent who told him to 
forget showbusiness because he had a 
“silly” name, was not classically hand-
some and lacked talent. 

He trained at the Julliard School  
in New York, before moving to Los 
Angeles, where he would sneak into 
auditions – a ploy which landed him 
the role in a KFC advert in 1976. 

The following year, he was cast in a 
TV show and two films, and by 1978 
he appeared alongside Gregory Peck, 
Laurence Olivier and James Mason in 
The Boys from Brazil. 

Guttenberg warded off rejection 
blues by reading about the struggles 
of other actors. A particular source of 
inspiration was the story of Lucille 
Ball, who bought the studio that had 
once rejected her for a part in Gone 
With the Wind and transformed it 
into Desilu Productions, the home of 
TV series I Love Lucy. 

So what’s his advice to young 
struggling actors? 

“You have got to be unbelievably 
ambitious as an actor and try, try, 
try,” he says. “Believe in yourself and 
don’t let anyone say you can’t. Read 
the biographies of all great actors and 
you will see it isn’t easy – Olivier, 
Jimmy Stewart, Vivien Leigh. Read, 
go to bookstores. The smarter you 
are, the better actor you will be.”

Although Guttenberg insists his 
big hit is yet to come, for more than 
ten years he had the ability to sniff 
out box office successes. 

“Yeah, you can smell it, you can 
smell the gold. I can tell right away.  
[I think] I wanna see this, I wanna 
see this, I wanna see this. Jack 
Nicholson says that it is the script,  
the director, the location and the 
money. You know, when all those come 
together,” he says, before admitting 
the only project he wishes he had not 
turned down was the 2002 Golden 
Globe-nominated film Secretary, 
starring Maggie Gyllenhaal. 

Guttenberg is now planning his 
second directorial project – a roman-
tic comedy – for 2010 and is creating a 
stage play, although he won’t reveal 
any details.

“[There are] too many thieves out 
there, it’s just riddled with thieves.  
A rule of showbusiness – trust no 
one,” he explains. 

In the meantime, he has plans to 
continue with his philanthropic 
projects, including his charity Gutten-
house – a home and support network 
for young women who have moved out 
of foster care – and work as the 
Entertainment Industry Foundation’s 
ambassador for children’s issues. 

And if the rumoured Police Acad-
emy 8 or Three Men and a Bride don’t 
work out, Guttenberg has a message 
for the British entertainment industry.

 “I want to find a great theatre 
agent here in London,” he says, eyes 
lighting up. “A great film, television 
and theatre agent, because I want to 
do more work in London and Europe.”
Cinderella is at the Churchill,  
Bromley, until January 18

New Yorker Steve Guttenberg, best known for Hollywood hits Police Academy, 
Short Circuit and Three Men and a Baby, is taking on British pantomime with 
the role of Baron Hardup in Cinderella at the Churchill, Bromley. He tells 
Lalayn Baluch about the nature of success and his attitude to acting
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Steve Guttenberg and Helen Lederer in Cinderella at the Churchill, Bromley


