Films: An Interview with a young English actor
News:  Nicholas Hoult: 'Can you not just say I was lighthearted and witty?'

He was the cocksure teen charmer in Skins, and stripped off for Colin Firth in A Single Man. But Nicholas Hoult isn't about to bare all for anybody
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Nicholas Hoult: 'I think interviews can be fine. It’s just there’s this terrible fear of coming off wrongly or saying something that gets taken out of context. 
Because this could make up people’s opinions of you.'  

"I've been called Colin Firth and Hugh Grant's love child before," jokes Nicholas Hoult self-consciously. Their young co-star has certainly got their quintessentially British art of saying "um" and looking embarrassed down to a T. 
Talent-spotted at the age of three while watching his older brother in a play – its director was impressed by his ability to "concentrate well" – Hoult first achieved global stardom in About A Boy, the hit Hugh Grant buddy comedy based on Nick Hornby's bestseller. He was 12. Since then, the well-spoken young man from Wokingham has barely been off our screens. Cannily chosen child roles, playing opposite the likes of Nicolas Cage, and a spell as cocksure charmer Tony in TV's racy teen drama Skins, have seen Grant's co-star with the uncool pudding bowl haircut effortlessly blossom into the  nice young man who takes Colin Firth skinny-dipping in A Single Man "That was a particularly surreal day," he recalls. "We had to stand in an LA hotel room being spray-tanned in our underpants."

Hoult is finding our chat about as relaxing as an airport strip-search.

"Supposedly I'm impossible to talk to." He grins anxiously, wriggling his 6ft 3in frame against his chair like some pinioned daddy-longlegs. "But it's honestly not me being difficult. Sometimes you just don't have a lot to say… 
There's a pause, "I think interviews can be fine," he adds. "It's just there's this terrible fear of coming off wrongly or saying something that gets taken out of context. Because this could make up people's opinions of you. It's like – they're scary!"

Still, at 21, Hoult rapidly needs to grow a thicker skin. This year his public profile goes into orbit, courtesy of a rash of big-name movie projects, including X-Men: First Class the summer's most anticipated blockbuster. "I'm this young scientist called Hank McCoy," Hoult explains, "who creates this mutant serum that unfortunately goes the wrong way and he becomes The Beast" 
Obviously that didn't repel his co-star, Jennifer Lawrence, Oscar-nominated actress of Winter's Bone, whom he is allegedly dating. "Hahahaha." "OK, well, you know, erm, Jen's great and we had lots of fun doing the film, and she's a very talented actress and… I'm just stepping around the question, basically!"

Indeed. But who can blame him? Though he tells me he doesn't tweet or Facebook himself, Hoult belongs to the Twitter generation, where every misquote becomes a Wikipedia "fact", every gaffe beamed on to YouTube. 

It's not just media attention he finds "terrifying". When Skins was at its peak popularity of 1.5 million viewers, he remembers the panic of waiting in the car to pick up his little sister from school and people crowding round, knocking on the windows demanding photos. Hoult was so spooked he almost quit acting for good.

"TV is odd because people feel they know you because you're in their houses once a week. Somehow, if they go to the cinema, it's a different mindset. Luckily, as you say, in most of X-Men I'm blue and furry, so very unrecognisable – heh heh!"

He claims he's now got used to "turning round and seeing people staring" or surreptitiously filming him on their mobiles, but "occasionally you get followed – which is slightly odd". It makes you aware that, unlike the old Hollywood studio system, today there's no one assigned to protect or guide these vulnerable fledgling actors – except their fatherly directors and co-stars.

Hoult believes the best advice he got was from Colin Firth: "When your career's on the up, you'll have loads of friends and you'll feel great. But when things aren't going so well, a lot of people will disappear – so your family are the most important thing." It's advice he proudly lives by. Chaperoned on set by his mum until he was 16, Hoult moved to Bristol to shoot Skins ("There was some partying," he cautiously admits, "but we always turned up for work"); otherwise, he's always lived at home with his parents, a former British Airways pilot and a piano teacher.

We didn't put on plays or any of that. We were more outdoorsy as kids, running around in the garden and making tree houses and pretending to be like the Lost Boys and stuff. In other words, it was very normal."

Acting, he stresses, "was just a hobby. I didn't really play sports that much. And my older sister and brother were doing lots of singing and dancing, so my mum said there was no point in my sitting around in the car waiting for them, I might as well go in and learn to do it as well. There was none of that pushy, 'You must succeed' thing." Yet hobby turned into career when he left school at 17, due to the demanding schedule on Skins. "I planned on doing my A-levels in English, history, psychology and biology." He pauses, "Actually, I don't know why I said history," he admits. "Sounds good, though, doesn't it?"

It was Hugh Grant, of all people, who instilled Hoult's work ethic. "As a kid, when you're in a film with somebody, you look up to them, you know? And if they're off the rails, then you think, right, that's what I'll do. Hugh has fun, but he works very hard. He was a great role model."

The lessons paid off: "I love Nicholas," enthuses Tom Ford. "And he takes his job very, very seriously. I guess that's from being a child actor, where you have to be disciplined from such an early age. Potentially, he could become a very big star. He certainly has the looks. But like all young actors he has to carefully choose the right direction. The thing with doing those big action films is that you rarely get to say two or three lines in between running around saying, 'Look out!' – you don't really get the chance to act."

