Charlie Hunnam plays Patric in The Children of Men

Buried underneath a mass of blond dreadlocks and a stubbly beard, Charlie Hunnam is unrecognisable.

An hour and twenty minutes in the make up department before he starts filming each day transforms this hugely likeable young actor into an angry terrorist for The Children of Men.

“It’s quite a look, eh?” he grins. “I’m actually quite glad to get the wig off by the end of the day because it can get quite hot. I look very different like this and that’s great, that’s what excites me about a performance when you can lose yourself in that way, and this helps.”

At 25, Hunnam is building a successful career and is delighted to be working with two of his modern cinematic heroes, director Alfonso Cuaron (Y tu mama tambien, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban) and actor Clive Owen (King Arthur, Sin City).

“I just always keep my ears to the pavement and try to figure out who is making what and where the good filmmakers are working and try and get involved with them if I can. I heard Alfonso was making a film via my agent and we pursued it,” he says.

And he has long admired Owen – a fellow Brit – and in particular the career choices that the older actor has made.

“Clive has been a real personal hero of mine, I love his work and I just respect the way that he has handled his career with grace and integrity and he’s gone and done the work that he wanted to do and never really old out for the pay cheque. When there wasn’t work around of the level that he wanted to do he just didn’t work, and that’s what I’ve been trying to do myself.”

Loosely based on a P.D James novel, The Children of Men is set in the London of the near future, 2027, with doomed mankind facing up to extinction. No children have been born for nearly twenty years and the world is verging on the brink of anarchy.

In the UK, an increasingly totalitarian government is taking extreme measures against the hundreds of thousands of refugees flocking to its shores. A terrorist group, called The Fishers, is taking increasingly militant action against the authorities as it protests at the way refugees are being treated.

“The Fishers advocate equal rights for every person in England and as most terrorists organisations, we do it through very dubious methods and we are very violent when we need to be. And that’s where I come in, I’m basically the enforcer with the main faction of The Fishers.”

Theo (Owen), a cynical down at heel civil servant who has abandoned his beliefs and given up on the world, is reluctantly press ganged into aiding The Fishers and finds himself helping a young woman, Kee (Claire-Hope Ashitey) who is pregnant and literally represents the future of mankind.

The Children of Men features a remarkable cast which includes Julianne Moore, Michael Caine, Danny Huston, Peter Mullen, Pam Ferris, Chiwetel Ejiofor and Charlie Hunnam.

Hunnam was born in Newcastle, England and made his screen debut in a popular children’s television series, Byker Grover. His breakout role came as Nathan in the critically acclaimed series Queer As Folk. His film work includes Nicholas Nickleby, Cold Mountain and Hooligans (also known as Green Street). He lives in California.

Q: What hooked you in to this one, Alfonso Cuaron or the script?

A: It was Alfonso. I just always keep my ears to the pavement and try to figure out who is making what and where the good filmmakers are working and try and get involved with them if I can. I heard Alfonso was making a film via my agent and we pursued it. And he asked me to come over and do a reading – sometimes I have to read these days, sometimes I don’t – and he just wanted to see it. So I did the reading and here we are. I think for a long time, there was Clive (Owen), Julianne (Moore) and me and everybody else came on board near the start of the shoot.

Q: What did you like about the story?

A: To a greater or lesser extent depending on where I am in my life, I am generally very worried about the evolution of the world and how we are clearly destroying everything and destroying ourselves in the process. And not in a heavy handed way, but these are the things that the film deals with. In the film it’s eighteen and a half years since the last child was born and they are not sure what has caused the infertility but it is suggested that it may have something to do with poor diet. And whilst we were shooting this, one of the newspapers in England came out about this story with alarming statistics about modern day infertility figures, so that’s kind of scary. So you know, it’s not such an outrageous premise.

Q: How would you describe the film?

A: I think I would describe it more as a drama than a thriller. It’s not easy to categorise, actually. You know, there’s a healthy romance in there, and it’s got a little bit of everything and you know, a lot of the great films aren’t easy to categorise and put in convenient boxes. They are slices of life with a little of everything.

Q: Tell us about the character you play, Patric.

A: I’m a member of a terrorist organisation. America has suffered a decline in power, there are people still there but it’s not the powerhouse that it is now, and Europe is more the centre of power and England is the centre of power within Europe and we are soldiering on. Where everybody else has fallen, we still have food and electricity and some kind of semblance of order. So people are flocking here in their hundreds of thousands every year. And so what the government have decided to do is take care of their own and if you are not first or second generation English you are rounded up and put into these camps. They are not actively murdering these people but any kind of life is impossible. So basically we as The Fishers advocate equal rights for every person in England and we do it through, as most terrorists organisations, very dubious methods and we are very violent when we need to be. And that’s where I come in, I’m basically the enforcer with the main faction of The Fishers. Within The Fishers, it’s almost at breaking point, because we have used fairly violent methods in the past but a new school have come in and believe nothing gets done that way, so there’s a kind of split in the thinking of how we can achieve our objectives. And Patric is definitely an advocate of the violent methods. 

Q: Did you read the P.D. James novel that the script is based on?

A: I didn’t and I’m told that the script is radically different. I ordered it, because it’s out of print and quite difficult to get hold of, and by the time it arrived we had already shot so much. 

Q: This is your last day on set. What’s it been like?

A: It’s been great. Alfonso is an amazing guy and I’d admired his work for a long, long time and I was happy to have the opportunity to work with him and Clive Owen has been one of my real heroes for years and years. I mean, since he was doing things like Bad Boy Blues (1995) for (BBC) Screen Two Films. So what’s that - like ten, eleven years ago. I did a little bit with Michael Caine – and wow, I mean, Michael Caine is Michael Caine and that’s great, but I was actually a lot more excited about working with Clive. He has been a real personal hero of mine, I love his work and I just respect the way that he has handled his career with grace and integrity and he’s gone and done the work that he wanted to do and never really sold out for the pay cheque. When there wasn’t work around of the level that he wanted to do he just didn’t work, and that’s what I’ve been trying to do myself.

Q: Has he lived up to those expectations?

A: Absolutely, he’s a great bloke. The cast have been thoroughly great. I mean, I worked a little bit with Julianne (Moore) and Michael, but most of my stuff has been with Paul Sharma, Chiwetel and Clive which was nice.

Q: You mentioned that you’ve been on the film for three or four months, on and off. Have you been able to go and do anything else at the same time?

A: No, and I wouldn’t want to. It’s too distracting. I still live in the States and I went home for New Year but other than that I’ve been in England the whole time. I like it, it’s a nice opportunity to spend some time with my family. I was playing a Geordie in this and it was dialogue heavy at the beginning, and I spent all of my spare time up in Newcastle putting people on tape so I could listen to the accents. I didn’t work with a dialogue coach on this one, which is the first one in about eight or nine that I haven’t which was great. It’s refreshing not having someone dictating to you all day long.

Q: Do you know what you will be doing next?

A: No it seems to have developed into a pattern that I do take a lot of time off in between jobs. Not voluntarily, but I don’t want to do a lot of crap. And I’ve got into an interesting place where I could work all the time if I wanted but I still have to really struggle to get the work I do want to do.

Q: So you find yourself saying ‘no’ to a lot of things you don’t want to do. That must be hard sometimes?

A: There’s world of indie film to the big commercial movies and ideally, the path is somewhere in between that – you know the ideal is the guys who have ideas and energy of the independent world with some of the backing that the big budgets can provide, that would be great! (laughs) I mean, sometimes it’s tempting to take the money. And I’ve been offered a lot of money recently to do stuff and when it starts to get to the three, four million point you think ‘man, I’ve got to be crazy to be turning this down!’ But the thing is I’ve got so much to prove. I feel that I’m capable of doing a lot more than I’ve shown so far and you know, you have to position yourself well to keep getting the opportunities to work with good people and work in environments where you can do great work. It seems to me that it will be a slow path but I’m fine with that, because I have a lot of interests outside of acting. I mean, this is certainly my primary interest but I have got a lot of things that I enjoy doing when I’m not working. I’d love to do one film a year but if it’s one film every eighteen months that’s fine.

Q: Many young actors have gone down that route and taken the money. And when the figure is in the millions, that’s a lot of money to resist..

A: Sometimes it is. The thing that I was talking about was for a trilogy and the first would have had to have worked for the second one to come into affect and so on. But yeah, we were talking five million dollars by the end and you think ‘man, this could set me up for the rest of my life..’ but my philosophy has always been that as long as the work is good the money will come. I would love to be able to keep doing this for the next sixty years. And you see those guys come and go so frequently.  I mean, even in this six, seven years I’ve been doing this I’ve seen guys come and go, which is terrifying, really.

Q: You mentioned your interests outside of acting, what are they?

A: I paint a lot. I take pictures, eat healthy food and keep fit.

Q: It must be important to know how to fill your time. I’ve met so many actors who don’t know what to do with themselves in between jobs..

A: Yes, you have to learn how to live. I mean, so much of our lives in this consumer society is about working and making money and this and that and I think a lot of people get into the tricky territory of judging their own self worth by their work. You have to learn how to enjoy life and I’m still learning. But you know, when I finish on a job that’s when I can really be productive and paint and take pictures and then after about six months, that’s when I panic a bit and start to worry about getting another job (laughs) and get wound up about the economics of life, I mean I have to pay a mortgage.

Q: What sort of preparation did you do for this role?

A: Well, as much as I could. The last film I did (Hooligans) was kind of easy in that way, you know I needed to educate myself about football, I needed to educate myself about hooliganism and put on weight. And it was very clear what work I needed to do. Whereas with this, I thought a lot and played around with ideas. And we spent a lot of time discussing the aesthetic of the character but there wasn’t a lot physically to do. Nothing physically really. I had to learn how to ride motorbikes. Which was fun.

Q: What about your look? You’ve got dreadlocks, was that a look you came up with?

A: No, it was all in the script actually. It’s quite a look though, eh. We went all around the houses and discussed a million alternatives and then went back to Alfonso’s original idea. It seemed to happen throughout with everybody, he is such an eager collaborator and he wants as much input as possible. I went in with a lot of ideas of who this guy was and how he should be played and I had a lot of ideas about the kind of music my character, Patric, would listen to. I actually put two or three CDs together for Alfonso to listen to and he’s actually optioned four of the songs for the film, so we got off on a strong footing with that. 

Q: What kind of music?

A: There’s an amazing orchestra called Godspeed You! Black Emperor, who I think are Canadian. I have a couple of their albums and there was a couple of tracks that I was playing a lot when I was thinking about the film and Alfonso flipped for them. He loved it and I think he’s going to find somewhere to put one of their tracks. And I was also playing some Tricky stuff, which is great. And some English break beat stuff.

Q: So Alfonso is clearly open to ideas?

A: Absolutely. He turned around after the first meeting and said ‘look, you have great ideas, we can discuss them for ages or you can take the script away and re-write all of your scenes and come and show me how you see this guy..’ which is what we did and I had a session with Alfonso and the writer and we kept a little bit of their stuff, a little bit of my stuff and added some new stuff.

Q: That’s quite a compliment from a director of that stature…

A: I know it is. It was hugely flattering. 

Q: Do you enjoy living in the States?

A: Yes I do but more and more I’m thinking I’d like to come back to the UK. My plan was always to go there and get to the point where I didn’t have to fight for every job. I could make a name for myself and get to the point where I work exclusively on offer and when you get to that point, you can be anywhere. But I’m still a long way from achieving that so I’ll be there a few more years.

Q: Do you like the Californian lifestyle?


A: Yes, I do. Personally I am very happy. But I’m starting now to get a little restless and I think maybe I will end up back here, somewhere in the English countryside. My family are still here, my Dad and my brother in the north east and my Mum is in Tunbridge Wells.

Q: Do you think you will move back here when you want to settle down and start a family?

A: Yes, I would like to raise my children here and that would be the reason to come back. 

ends

