Chiwetel Ejiofor plays Luke in The Children of Men

By now Chiwetel Ejiofor should be enjoying a well-earned rest. Or perhaps not.

“I’m going to try and have a break,” he says as his last day on set for The Children of Men draws to a close. “Do some travelling and stuff. That would be great. But you never know what might turn up..”

The chances are something will and very soon. For this 31 year old Londoner is building quite a reputation and has been working, virtually non stop, for some two years now.
He’s proved to be incredibly diverse too, from romantic comedy (Love Actually) to sci-fi western (Serenity), drama (playing a South African politician in Red Dust), comedy (Spike Lee’s She Hate Me) and comedy drama (playing a transvestite in Kinky Boots). 

“If you are going to read so many scripts in a small period of time that you really like, really enjoy and want to be part of, that’s just the luck of the draw in the end,” he says modestly. “I feel very fortunate to be able to do so many films recently that I really cared about.” 

The Children of Men was just such a project, he says, with a ‘fantastic’ director in Alfonso Cuaron and a sparkling cast which includes Clive Owen, Julianne Moore, Michael Caine, Danny Huston, Peter Mullen and Charlie Hunnam.

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.

Ejiofor plays Luke, one of the leaders of The Fishers, who kidnaps a world-weary civil servant, Theo (Clive Owen) and forces him to help their cause. When Theo discovers that a young woman, Kee (Claire-Hope Ashitey) is pregnant – and literally represents the future of humanity – he sets out to help her.

When he’s not away on location, Ejiofor lives in London and first started acting at 13, later attending Lamda drama school. He made his film debut in Steven Spielberg’s Amistad in 1997.

Q: What drew you into this project?

A: It was pretty much the combination of director and script. I got the script and I knew that Alfonso was directing it which was very exciting. And once I’d read it I was very attracted to it.

Q: Have you read the book?

A: No, I haven’t. I just didn’t want to get confused with the two things, book and screenplay.

Q: What did you like about the story?

A: I think I liked what it was saying politically. It seemed a very modern piece; it was just a very exciting, free flowing story. And it has a lot to say. It reminded me a lot about the modern world and a kind of projected nightmare future and it was kind of exciting in that way. And well put together with great characters and I thought that the part of Luke would be really interesting to explore.

Q: What issues does the film touch upon?

A: Well, I think some of the things Alfonso is looking at is the way that societies react under stress, you know the reactions to what I would consider to be the modern pressures put on societies. And there are different ways of approaching that, there are fairly reactionary ways of approaching them and there’s not. And I think the story is exploring an idea of governments that decide upon methods that are extremely reactionary and asking where that can lead to, especially if another pressure on society is the lack of fertility.

Q: It’s dealing with a doomed human race and the lack of hope that would produce. Is that pertinent to today?

A: Sure, these are the themes of the story – where hope comes from and how hope survives and how much that is a part of the human condition, you know to be ever optimistic in some place of the soul and heart, even if the circumstances are extraordinarily dire.

Q: Tell me about your character, Luke.
A: Well, Luke is part of a group called The Fishers that is an organisation that is opposed to the government in London. And Luke is in a high commanding position within this group and they take on Theo – Clive Owen’s character – to assist them, basically, and to help them achieve their aims whether he wants to or not and they apply pressure to get their way.

Q: Which is the kidnap scene we saw earlier, where Clive is bundled into a transit van by your character and his colleagues…

A: Yes, we were arranging an appointment (laughs). It was a good scene. It went well.

Q: The director is using hand held cameras to shoot with and natural light. What’s that like for the actors?

A: Well, it’s fine. I mean, it’s always very difficult for that to have an impact because in terms of acting it doesn’t directly affect what you are doing – whether a camera is hand held, on sticks, or whether the lighting is natural or not – you don’t change the way you would approach a scene. But in terms of the way the film will be, I think it’s got an incredible look to it. And just a wonderful realism and I think both Alfonso and Cheevo (Emmanuel Lubezki, cinematographer) bring extraordinary depth and passion to the piece and that’s what has given it an amazingly rich quality on film. And it looks amazing, I think, really interesting.

Q: Alfonso has a reputation for being very detailed. Have you found that?

A: Yes, and it’s a great way to work with a director actually. Because I think the most interesting characters are detailed characters and the most interesting films are detailed films. So specifically, from my perspective, it’s always great to work with a director that has that attention to detail, that isn’t just prepared to do broad strokes of character and situations, but is really prepared to get down to the nitty gritty and the specifics of people and the characters involved. And it makes the project more exciting to be part of.

Q: He’s assembled a very strong cast…

A: Oh yes. I think the film has been exceptionally well cast – I mean, obviously people like Julianne (Moore) and Clive  (Owen) and Michael (Caine) but there’s a great depth to the casting, fantastic actors all the way through the piece, people like Pam Ferris and Peter Mullen. I think the calibre of the actor that has been hired is extraordinary and not necessarily obvious choices. I mean, it’s definitely been a casting process that is well researched and thought through. It’s really exciting because a lot of the actors are really actor’s actors, in many ways, so it’s exciting to work with people like that, that are not only broadly respected but also within the community of acting and the film industry and so on, specifically respected, highly respected so that’s been great.

Q: Which genre would you place The Children of Men in?

A: It isn’t sci-fi, it doesn’t have the operatic grandeur of science fiction, in a way. I suppose there is a thriller aspect but it’s very hard to describe in a straight genre.

Q: A futuristic political thriller maybe?

A: A futuristic political thriller could be close, with some action involved as well.

Q: It was intriguing to watch the kidnap scene on the London streets earlier, with rickshaws, shabby cars and many homeless people on the streets. What sort of London will we see twenty or so years into the future?

A: I think it’s a London that is under pressure. It’s a London that is recognisable but the city itself is coming under pressure to survive. And I think it’s a harder life but there are still a privileged few and there are still structures to the society, there are still class structures and there are recognisable factors.

Q: So it’s not anarchy?

A: No, it’s not bedlam. There is a system in place that is holding things together but not as tightly as it would wish, but a system that the powers that be felt was the only system to hold London together, so it’s a very reactionary kind of system to impose a will upon London.

Q: It’s an interesting premise, because without new generations coming up, the need for innovation and invention would dry up…

A: Yes, and it’s interesting to explore what that would do to the mind and how one would then go about living one’s life. And that’s been some of the exploration of the film and that’s been an incredibly interesting part of working on it.

Q: This is the second time you’ve worked with Clive Owen, isn’t it?

A: We were in Inside Man, Spike Lee’s last film. It comes out in March. Jodie Foster is in too and she’s a fantastic woman. And I’ve worked with Spike before (on She Hate Me) and it’s been a fantastic experience both times. Inside Man is a really exciting project and again, a great cast of people and it was just terrific working with Spike and Denzil (Washington) being effortlessly brilliant.

Q: You’ve had a great year..

A: (laughs). Yeah, it’s been busy. I’ve been working quite hard. And it’s been more or less going from job to job for a couple of years now and what is interesting is that you can’t predict them. If you are going to read so many scripts in a small period of time that you really like, really enjoy and want to be part of, that’s jus the luck of the draw in the end. I feel very fortunate to be able to do so many films recently that I really cared about. 

Q: Do you have anything lined up after The Children of Men?

A: No, I’m going to have a little break and I’m going to travel a little. The travel will be some holiday stuff and some work related stuff, opening films, and I think some festivals. Kinky Boots is still to open in some places and then there’s Spike’s film, too. So I’m going to try and have a break. Do some travelling and stuff. That would be great. But you never know what might turn up.

Q: Do you plan ahead and try and work out what type of movie you will do next or is it just wait and see?

A: Well, you can make as many plans as you like really, but you never know what is going to come in. I mean, it’s always good to have an idea about what you want to do because then things can either come close to it or not. Generally you have an idea about what you want to do but things can come out of left field and knock your boots off! (laughs) 

Q: You’re a Londoner, are you still living in the city?

A: Kind of all over the place at the minute, just sort of travelling around. I do enjoy that; I think it’s great. I think it’s part of the job.

ends

