Movies - Arts, ideas make up life of Kevin Spacey
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Even if the ongoing death-penalty debate has little to do with a possible war, actor Kevin Spacey realizes this is an era for important conversations. 

"It's a confusing and potent time," Spacey said in an interview at a San Diego hotel. "Regarding a war, there are voices now being heard that had not been given as much play before. Like most people, I would always hope diplomacy could win out. In the issues discussed in the film, well, it's also decidedly messy and unclear. It will be up to every person to take out of it what they can." 
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The film is "The Life of David Gale," a fictional story heated by real-world issues, with Spacey as a philosophy professor and noted anti-death penalty activist who is accused of a brutal murder and scheduled for execution. The film co-stars Kate Winslet as the journalist Gale asks to help him prove his innocence with only three days to go, and Laura Linney as the fellow activist who remained friends with Gale during a period when all others had deserted him. 

"I first responded to the script on the basis of it being a pretty good thriller," Spacey said. "I had a couple of conversations with (director )Alan Parker, and heard his take on the ticking-clock aspects of the story. Often, when you are operating on a film where one of the devices is flashback, you are concerned whether there will be enough information to telescope the character's experiences. Will it start to feel self-serving or sentimental? Will you be able to connect? I saw that if the film worked on the levels Alan desired, it had something." 

Whether the film ignites further debate on the death penalty is another thing. 

"People sat me down and told me that this film will be very controversial," Spacey said. "I looked at them and asked if they had a crystal ball. Based on the numbers at the box office recently, it looks like a lot of people want to escape." 

Spacey's films, like his respected theater work, have long provided more avenues for discussion than escape. Spacey came to the attention of filmgoers seven years ago with performances in three films - "Swimming With Sharks," "Seven" and "The Usual Suspects," for which he won an Oscar as Best Supporting Actor. These were followed by "L.A. Confidential," "Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil," "The Negotiator," "Glengarry Glen Ross," "K-PAX," "The Shipping News" and, of course, "American Beauty," earning him a second Oscar, this time as Best Actor. 

His stage work has shown equal versatility and earned equal acclaim. Spacey appeared on Broadway in a well-received recent production of Eugene O'Neill's immensely challenging "The Iceman Cometh." Earlier in his career, he won a Tony for his performance in Neil Simon's "Lost in Yonkers." 

The 43-year-old Spacey was recently named director of a new company that will produce plays at the historic Old Vic Theater in London, the first American ever to receive such an assignment. He will star in at least two productions every season, and will direct some others. 

"I'm very excited about this, obviously," he said. "I feel like everything in my life has been leading up to this. I couldn't have been more honored." 

While seeking to produce vital theater in London, Spacey stays committed to the idea of generating interest in American culture ---- film, theater, dance ---- whatever will bring forth new generations of Americans genuinely interested in the arts. The day of this interview earlier this week, Spacey was also showing "The Life of David Gale" to film students at UCSD, followed by a question-and-answer session. The night before, he joined a group of everyday San Diegans to watch a sneak preview of the film, and stayed for an hour afterward answering questions. He's doing the same in several other cities. 

Spacey is known to wear his celebrity well, staying around for the last autograph and mingling with crowds. Though he's tussled with some media concerning intrusions into his life, he laughs at some of the things that come with celebrity. 

"There are dozens of Web sites out there that say my middle name is Matthew," he said. "It's not, and I have no idea where that came from. I realize that in the world of media you will never have the last word, so I don't even bother." 

Rather than dwell on such issues, Spacey instead focuses on reinvigorating the arts. 

"It's hard to raise money when there is no national conversation about anything but a few things," he said. "I've always felt it should be up to the private sector to do most of that work. It's really not a (presidential) administration thing. It's been difficult through all of the administrations to have a government that supports the arts. There's a big figure going out to arts organizations every year, but that big figure is parceled out in very small figures. 

"We need to invigorate a new generation of theatergoers, and encourage them to come to a play or opera, and to have a thrilling experience unlike anything they've ever had, a unique few hours and then it's gone. Whether they decide to go into the arts or not is immaterial, as long when they grow up and become employees and CEOs that support the ballet company or theater wherever they live. They will become the torchbearers for the next generation of support from the private sector. So it's critical that we make arts that are accessible and exciting for younger audiences, and present to them ideas that are relevant to their lives." 

That's one of the reasons Spacey started the Web site www.triggerstreet.com, dedicated to helping young filmmakers and actors. His work at the Old Vic will also incorporate bold new talent. Spacey says he's always looking for something new to do. 

"I love doing the unexpected," he said. "I've only been making movies for seven years, so I'm relatively new in this game. People sense that I've been around a lot longer than I have, but I'm just getting started." 
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