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Abbie Cornish

A rising star in Australian film, Cornish broke into TV during her teens before coming to international attention courtesy of 2004’s Somersault, for which she scooped the Australian Film Institute’s Best Actress award. Two years later she had a supporting role with Russell Crowe in Sir Ridley Scott’s A Good Year and won rave reviews for her performance opposite Heath Ledger in indie favourite Candy. She will be seen next opposite Ryan Phillipe in Iraq War movie Stop Loss…

Q. How did you perceive your character, Bess, in The Golden Age?

Abbie Cornish: I think Bess is very good at what she does. I think Bess has a need and a want that extends outside of the court. Maybe at the beginning at the film you get a sense that she might dream of something outside that court life. And just as you don’t know exactly what she wants, neither does she. So when Raleigh comes into the court, that something is manifested in the form of a man, of love, and the possibility of life outside. The interesting dynamic of her position is that she has these beautiful clothes, beautiful jewellery, and yet she’s in this cage, this corset, and she’s not completely free. She has the freedom of things that a lot of people want, but essentially her spirit is trapped.

Q. She seems to embody Elizabeth’s lost innocence…

AC: I understand what you’re saying, although I just see her as Bess. But in relation to that statement, she’s like the water or the ocean. That’s really how I looked at Bess, she has the same fluidity. And when you get to edges of the shore where the waves are coming in, it’s light and fun. There’s something about the close shallows, and then if you go further out it’s deep and dark. And there’s a great wisdom to the ocean; the ocean is the ocean, but there are many facets to it. One can be light, but also deep and wise. I think she’s experiencing for the first time love and passion, and in anyone’s account of that you are innocent to it.

Q. That’s very poetic!

AC: Thanks, mate!

Q. Have you been reading a lot of poetry recently?

AC: Only Keats! Because I was doing Bright Star, with Ben Wishaw, where I play his girl next door, Fanny Brawne.

Q. With a character like Bess, did you find all you needed on the page? Or did you delve into history?

AC: You should do as much research as possible. We had an historian, called Justin, and I’d ask him all these dumb questions, like how I should hold my hands when I’m talking. Silly things like that. He was great to have around, especially when we were shooting, because you couldn’t always pre-empt the questions you were going to have for the scene, because so much depended on the location and the physical aspect of everything around you. I also read as much as I could about Bess’s life. There’s not a great amount but there’s enough to understand that she was a favourite of the queen and that they did share intimate moments together. 

Q. And of course she really did marry Raleigh…

AC: That’s right. They did get married and have a child that died six months later. She of course was pushed out of court, as was he, but they had one or two more children together before he died. You can find out all those things, and after he died she remained very dedicated to him. You don’t see this in the movie, of course, but she defended his person and life until she died.  She even carried fragments of his skull around on a necklace, or it may have been in this little bag. So she was very much in love. If it wasn’t for her position in the court and her betrayal of court rules — because you cannot marry or conceive a child without the Queen’s permission — she would have had this life of her own, carving her own destiny. That’s how she was written into this history. I’m sure that if she and Sir Walter didn’t marry we wouldn’t have heard much of her.

Q. Why did you want to make the film?

AC: First of all the character, but then when I met Shekhar I knew I had to make the film. I did an audition with him, and felt like I was making a film when I was doing the audition! Because that experience wasn’t about the exterior and the physical things around us that we’re so used to relying on. It became immediately about emotion and underlying spirit, and mental direction, and one’s own more infinite journey, the journey you can’t really explain. When I was sitting with him, I felt that he was a very open director and would talk about anything; there were no restrictions. He hadn’t predicted his film, or even that audition. At least that’s the feeling that I had. It seemed he was open to anything happening. I knew he’d encourage me and there’s not a lot more you want from a director. He’s so aware, of everything.

Q. He is a very wise man; did you learn life lessons from him?

AC: I think when you work with someone like Shekhar, the experience is more than just about making the film. He is very wise, but also has this childlike energy; he could make movies 24/7, and yet he’s also very relaxed and warm. There’s something good-natured about him.

Q. As a young Australian actress, is Cate someone you hope to emulate?

AC: Yeah. She’s an incredible actress. I knew working with her would be a wonderful experience. Some of my favourite scenes to act out, and to watch, are those I did with Cate. The way she embodies the character of Elizabeth, there’s so much strength to it. It’s like a storm in itself.

Q. You’re not classically trained as an actress, right?

AC: Not really. When I was in school I did some drama courses in the school holidays, and one of those was clowning! So I’m not bad at back-flips and juggling! But I didn’t train after school. 

Q. Clowning sounds fun. Why did you learn that?

AC: It just seemed really good fun, and I loved all the acrobatics!

Q. So what prompted you to make this your career?

AC: I guess luck, or fate, or whatever you want to call it, but when I first was acting I just really loved it, and in a sense one thing leads to the next. I really enjoy it and I’m passionate about it.

Q. And Somersault was your breakthrough role, I guess…

AC: Yeah. I was about 21, and was playing a 16-year-old. I never expected that it’d do so much for me. I did know after I’d seen the film that maybe we had something special. What is on film is exactly what I read; the script as I imagined it in my head became Somersault, which was interesting. But when I was making it I had no idea. They put on a cast and crew screening and Cate [Shortland, the director] was there, and I felt very strongly about what we had created. We knew there was something very special there and she and I kind of looked at each other and went ‘Wow!’ We were really in admiration of each other, and we couldn’t stop thanking each other. Honestly, we were so grateful that we were able to let each other create something like that. Because sometimes people are blocking a path or pulling down a gate that you can’t get through, so you feel grateful when that doesn’t happen.

Q. You worked with Geoffrey Rush on Candy. What is that you admire most in him?

AC: He’s so magnetic. He’s very charismatic, and very smart. When I first saw Elizabeth, his Walsingham was so enigmatic; he was my favourite character in the film. I thought he was so enigmatic and had such a heavy presence that I thought, ‘Wow! You don’t want to get on the wrong side of Walsingham!’ So coming into this film it was a little odd knowing something about the other characters - it was like having a few pieces of the puzzle already in place.

Q. What would you have liked to have done if you weren’t an actress?

AC: I’d have been a vet, or something working with animals. Although as a kid I wanted to be a musician; I play the guitar and the piano, and write a bit. I’ve not written many songs, though! It was just what I felt as a kid. Acting kind of came out of nowhere. 

Q. Were your parents supportive of you being an actor?

AC: Absolutely; I never heard anything negative from them about my career choice, and I’m really grateful to them for that. 

Q. What was your upbringing like on the farm?

AC: I grew up on a farm, on 170 acres, out in the country. It was an arable farm; we had a few cows but that wasn’t really the business. I went to school in a small town in the Hunter Valley. The school was like two buildings, with two classes.

Q. Would you have been happy to stay, or did you feel a need to get out?

AC: I was excited to travel when I was younger, and I couldn’t wait to go overseas and stuff, but looking back it was nice to grow up in the country. You never get bored. I like living in Australia; I have contemplated New York, and Spain, but not LA. 
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