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Clive Owen

Clive Owen is one of the premiere British actors working in Hollywood today. He made his feature debut in 1988, with the British production Vroom, before establishing himself as a UK television star courtesy of the devilish rogue Stephen Crane, who he played in the series Chancer. His break in Hollywood came after he starred in Mike Hodges’ 1998 casino flick Croupier. He then earned roles in Gosford Park and The Bourne Identity before securing the lead in 2004’s King Arthur. He scooped an Academy Award nomination for his supporting role in Closer and earned critical plaudits for his performances in Sin City, Inside Man and Children of Men. Adding yet more variety to his filmography, he recently shot action movie Shoot ’Em Up and stars as Sir Walter Raleigh in The Golden Age. 

Q. In many ways The Golden Age feels like an epic, sweeping stage play. Did you think that, and if so was that the director’s intention?

Clive Owen: I think that is true, and there is an element of that. It’s a big, theatrical piece and the first film, Elizabeth, was like that as well. It was very well presented, because Shekhar [Kapur, the director] has a very particular style. I was a great fan of that first film, a really big fan, because his perspective, the way he shoots and the way he angles the camera, in both films, he makes things feel like they’re hugely important, that the fate of countries will be decided within these scenes. It feels sweeping and epic. 

Q. So was it your fondness for Elizabeth that led you into this film?

CO: Yes, it was exactly that. And the script was really very good. I signed on about a year before we started shooting; I had other things lined up and when they told me they were planning to do this, and with Cate [Blanchett, Queen Elizabeth I], Geoffrey [Rush, Sir Francis Walsingham] and Shekhar all returning is was a real no-brainer for me. 

Q. Did Shekhar approach you to play Sir Walter Raleigh?

CO: It all comes by the agent, and it’s weird because even though I’m living in London, everything comes through LA, even British films. This is a Working Title film, but it comes through America! I was sent the script, they were interested, and I loved it. These things don’t really come about in any other way. I’m sure sometimes things are brokered in other ways, and certainly I’ll be going to New York or to LA to open a film or do a junket and then I’ll have a meeting with someone and not really understand what it’s all about. Then a year later it becomes clear what the long-term plan was, getting me together with someone who’s making a film… I’m sure CAA [Creative Artists Agency] has a long-term plan at times!

Q. The film feels a very close partner to the first film…

CO: I was very impressed by that, it really does feel that way. It feels like a very sweeping open film, maybe even more so than the first film, because of the scenes at sea. But I was just very taken by it.

Q. Did you feel that it was difficult for the filmmakers to balance the larger canvas with a very close, studied character piece?

CO: It was always that way, and I suppose the fight that Shekhar had was to keep the scale and keep the size, while struggling with the money they had to make the film. They really wanted that ending, with all the stuff at sea, and keep it as big and open as possible. The script was always that ambitious.

Q. How much effort did you invest in getting to know the historical Sir Walter Raleigh?

CO: I read a huge biography, and it would probably take three individual movies to try and encompass everything that makes up the man. I couldn’t believe his life, and actually it’s very difficult when you read a book as big as that and then do a film like this. Because my place in the film is to represent a certain thing, and you can never encompass what Raleigh really was; he’s one of the richest characters that I’ve ever read about. He was a huge explorer, an action-man out there exploring the New World, and then he comes in to court and becomes one of the Queen’s closest courtiers. Then he secretly marries Bess, gets thrown in prison, writes The History of the World during 30 years in prison. He was a writer, explorer, poet, everything, and you can’t bring all that into the movie. He was extraordinary.

Q. His piracy was a little naughty, but wasn’t that actually encouraged by the British crown at the time?

CO: It was, certainly in the early days; that’s exactly what happened. They were out there, rampaging around, and they were pirates. There’s no other word for it. And that element of the film is based on fact; they did go out and hijack Spanish ships and bring back all their goodies.

Q. And are there historical references to an amorous attraction between Raleigh and Queen Elizabeth?

CO: Certainly in the writings, he was incredibly favoured. He was extremely well looked after in court, and Elizabeth became a confidante of his, and they had this close relationship. As to how far that relationship went, no one really knows, but it’s not beyond the realm of feasibility the way this film goes and what they both do. They never consummate anything in the film and there’s no question that he was her confidante and they spent a lot of time together.

Q. And Raleigh introduced tobacco and potatoes to England. That’s cigarettes and chips; he’s had a big influence on our nation’s Friday nights out…

CO: That’s true! (Laughs) He’s got a lot to answer for in some ways!

Q. In the film, he seems an effigy of duty and honour. Is that a fair comment?

CO: I think it is, but also there’s an element of the film where Elizabeth is almost becoming this divine being and he representing the earth, this grounding force. He’s a guy, representing in another world what her choices might have been. It’s about a love affair that doesn’t quite happen because her destiny lies elsewhere and she can’t quite go there.

Q. Elizabeth calls him a ‘professional charmer’…

CO: And that’s also based on fact. He was a charmer, a womaniser and real seducer. That’s not invented by the film. The character is supported in that charm by the script. If you try and be charming with really bad dialogue, you’re never going to pull it off, and you’ll come across as a dick! So that needs to be supported by the script and this one gave me the freedom to do that.

Q. Cate’s Elizabeth is so strong and elegant. Is Cate herself like that?

CO: Yes, Cate is super-strong and so intelligent. She’s definitely one of the best actresses out there and has been for a long time. If you think back to the first Elizabeth, that was almost nine years ago, and ever since then she’s been at the top of her game. She’s very driven by the work and that comes across in what she does.

Q. Your big break came with Croupier. Could you tell you were on the cusp of something when making it?

CO: Not originally, because when we made that film, it had a tiny budget. It was something like a six-week shoot and the people who made it in England, Channel 4, didn’t really like it so they wanted to put it straight out onto TV. So it was only really because of a great friend of Mike Hodges who really championed it over here in LA. He had good contacts, was a friend of Robert Altman’s, who liked the film, and he put on screenings and spread good word of mouth. Eventually it got tiny distribution and the thing just grew and grew. It opened small but got some fantastic reviews and made quite an impact. It didn’t make huge money, but was very popular in the industry. It was one of the films people wanted to see that year and it totally changed my career, as it was the first time I’d done something that was seen in America. I’d done lots of other stuff, but to America it was like the first thing I’d done.  So over here in America, my career starts there – which is quite liberating in a way. 

Q. Before that film broke, did you ever consider leaving England for LA in a bid to make it as an actor?

CO: I used to go to LA at the start of my career, pushing these little films, and I’d meet with lots of casting directors, but I’d always run back to London. There was no way I was ever going to chase the dream here. I think that if you want to come over here you need to bring something; the idea of hustling with nothing and just trying to get in is terrible. I just couldn’t do that – the whole town is full of people just trying to get close, with the hope of getting in, and I think it can really eat you up. But if you come with something, you’ve got a chance. So I never had any intention of coming here and trying to hustle.

Q. When you look at your career, do you see a string of defining moments?

CO: I consider my career to be defined by a few really incredible gear changes. The first one, which is by far the most important, is getting into RADA.  I’d been signing on in Coventry for two years, auditioned, and then got in, and that really changed my life, because I left Coventry, moved to London and started on the path I wanted to take. That was a massive thing. Then I got the TV series Chancer soon after leaving, a couple of years out, which kind of launched me in the TV world. And then the next stage was Croupier opening in America, and then Closer was another serious gear change after that. It was such a great part, and a brilliant piece of writing, and I knew the material so well [from starring in the stage play]. It was brilliantly directed, with an incredible cast, and you really need to get those breaks. There are a lot of talented people out there who don’t get those lucky things that you need. You can still mess it up, even if you get a break, but you’ve got to at least have the break, so you can have a go at it!

Q. Did you always want to be an actor?

CO: I did a play at school as a little kid and that was it — I wanted to be an actor. I used to say so in career lessons, and I joined a youth theatre in Coventry; it was the only thing that I wanted to do.

Q. Were your mother and your school supportive of your dream?

CO: No, not at all. They thought I was mad. My career teacher thought I was a joke. There was me that wanted to be an actor and my mate who wanted to be a guitarist, and our teacher thought we were just a couple of fools. They wanted us to a get a ‘real’ job, something we could do rather than these silly little fantasies. 

Q. Do you ever think what might have happened if you didn’t make it as an actor?

CO: God, that’s terrifying. It really is a scary thought, because I’ve never done anything else. I’d probably still be in Coventry. I honestly have never ever contemplated it, and now you mention it, it gives me chills. I don’t know what else I would have done.
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