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Star Trek: JJ Abrams interview
Director JJ Abrams has been entrusted to breathe new life into the moribund Star Trek franchise. Here, he explains how he set about wooing the old stars of the original series - as well as Trekkies around the world. 
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It wasn't an easy job, but if anyone could do it, figured the executives at Paramount, it was the prolific film- and TV series-maker JJ Abrams. 
His mission was to breathe new life into the moribund Star Trek franchise and plant the seed for a whole new generation of Trekkies; and Abrams, who wrote and directed Mission: Impossible III and created the television series Felicity, Alias, Lost and the new Fringe, is not one to turn down a challenge. 
"I wanted to go back to the beginning and start afresh," he recalls, talking just before the Los Angeles premiere and soon after rave reviews of the movie had appeared in the US. As producer and director he knew he had to walk a fine line between creating a fresh Star Trek for the 21st century while avoiding alienating die-hard Trekkies, who still revere the old series as an icon of modern pop culture. 
"I wanted to take the spirit of what was created 43 years ago and use it to make it relevant for today, but the key was that we wanted to make it ours and not feel constrained by too many rules that were almost half a century old," he says. "The spirit of what came before had to fuel the movie and yet the specifics of the film needed to be ours." 
He enlisted his co-producers from Lost and writers Roberto Orci and Alex Kurtzman, who had written Mission: Impossible III and Fringe for him. "I wanted them to create a story about where the young James Kirk and Mr Spock came from and what sparked their hopes and dreams," he says. 
The writers came up with a story that follows the rebellious young Kirk, whose father sacrificed himself at the helm of a spaceship, and Spock, the troubled half-human, half-Vulcan, as they enlist in the Starfleet Academy, join the Starship Enterprise and become colleagues in combating the ferocious Nero (Eric Bana), who wants to annihilate the Federated planets, most notably Vulcan and Earth. 
Then, armed with the screenplay and with much trepidation, Abrams, 42, approached two Star Trek veterans to seek their cooperation and, if possible, lure them aboard in cameo roles. 
William Shatner, who played Captain Kirk in the original series and in seven of the subsequent movies, was not interested in taking a cameo role but wanted a larger part. "One of the problems was that Captain Kirk had been killed off in the seventh Star Trek movie and we didn't know how to bring him back because we wanted to honour the canon of Star Trek." Shatner declined an offer to meet with his successor, 28-year-old Chris Pine, who plays the young Kirk, but wrote him a letter wishing him well. 
Then, with fingers firmly crossed, Abrams went to Leonard Nimoy whose emotionless Spock was one of the mainstays of the original series and six of the movies. He offered him a small but important role in the movie and showed him footage of 31-year-old Zachary Quinto, one of the ensemble cast of the TV series Heroes, whom Abrams had chosen as the young Spock. 
"We knew if he said no we were screwed," Abrams says, "because the story is about Spock. We knew Leonard was going to be the key thing for this story to work because the fans of Trek are so passionate and so vocal that if we didn't get this movie blessed by someone from the original Trek they would probably reject it sight unseen. It must have been very emotional for him because here was this kid who looked crazily like him coming in assuming the role Leonard originated almost half a century ago." 
Nimoy says that after reading the script and seeing footage of Quinto, he had no hesitation in giving his approval. "I think he's excellent," says Nimoy, 78. "Obviously he looks enough like me to make it work and, more important, he has an intelligence and an inner life he projects as an actor and I found that very appropriate for the character." 
The excitable and garrulous JJ Abrams (the first J stands for Jeffrey) vividly remembers Nimoy's first day on set. "He came out with the ears on, his hair had been done, he was wearing the outfit: and Spock was in the house. We shot the scene and he did his first reading and it was amazing but I had some things to tell him. I'm walking up to him and it hits me: 'What the hell am I doing trying to explain to Leonard Nimoy how Spock should say that line?' So I say, 'Mr Nimoy, I have some ideas, but I'm not sure how to tell you.' And he grabbed my shirt and said, 'Tell me, tell me, tell me.' He's a great actor and a fine gentleman, a wonderful collaborator." 
Nimoy and Quinto have become firm friends and Quinto, whose father died when he was seven, says he looks on the older actor as a surrogate father figure. "His life is so rich and full and he's been incredibly supportive, and it was a great opportunity for me to get to know the man as well as the character." 
Like Nimoy, Quinto is eloquent and erudite and, also like Nimoy, has a background in theatre. He is currently one of the ensemble cast of the television series Heroes and he sees certain similarities in his portrayal of both Spock and the mysterious serial killer Sylar of Heroes. "Both characters are very contained and are striving for control over themselves and over a directly rooted emotional life that has a power of its own," he says. 
Chris Pine, whose father was the actor Robert Pine, a regular in the Seventies CHiPs TV series, walks with a swagger that suits the cocky young James Kirk. Pine, whose biggest claim to fame so far has been a role in The Princess Diaries 2, was offered the Star Trek role at the same time as he was offered a substantial part as a detective in a gritty crime drama starring George Clooney. 
"I wasn't sure which one to take and I thought about it long and hard," he recalls. "The one thing that really struck me was whether, in five years' time, I would be upset if I'd said no to Star Trek and wished I'd said yes. That's an awful thing to have hanging over your career – asking yourself why you said no." 
He has almost certainly made the right choice because, although no one is openly discussing the possibility of sequels yet, all the main actors have signed on for two more movies and it is a good bet that the Starship Enterprise will be boldly going where no man has gone before for a good many years to come. 
· 'Star Trek' (cert 12A) is out next Fri. 
