Feature

‘It was a war
zone... there were
burnt-out cars
and petrol bombs.
It was incredibly
fun to shoot’

When ‘Love/Hate' first aired 10 vears ago this week. the response was
lukewarm — but over the course of five seasons, the gritty gangland
drama changed the Irish television landscape and launched the
careers of a host of A-listers in waiting. Here, some of the cast and
crew look back at the making of an Irish cultural phenomenon.
Words by Shilpa Ganatra
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n il iy yevening

vho hadn’t bat

the start of Ociober 2010. houscholds
acriss leeland |

hows — The Clivrie hadn't long:
ended, and Rawwas in full (low — the
biggest draw was the homecoming of Aidan Gillen, whose
international presence was on a high after a remarkable
performance in the then-cult American drama series The
Wire, Alse-getting top billing was Rober i, Hu'!mul
throb actor who was maki in Channel 4's Mi;
inthe UK

e

jies took centre Sage, aliermajor

redd Lo investigate it properiy”

Initially, the show centred around menacing kingpin
John Bay (Aidan Gl crusion within his Duls-
lin-based gang, sy (Peter Camipion),
Nidge 1 [ﬂm \auplu\n ].anluﬂ El me (Laurence K.m].m!and

brother was shot the ¢
set off a hunt for reve:
persanal lives — enter A hhlnn McdGinnity as Nidge's
demanding . amdl Ruth Bradley as Darren's sister
= fall ino the
: of gangland life was first seeded by
mother, who was an A%E nurse in 5t James's

“She often dealt with the young men from gungs who
came in having been shot. She found it distressing and o

ld-Mooded murders, cat
fai, and !Iu— |qu| = ,|m| alw;

SCASON Fun in ZI]]-I. it Ihl(l
ience of s, and a cultural impact
.
Im of entertainm
¥ — it felt like the
Shechun, 10 years after he first .lppLdlL‘d o our
sereens as baby-faced cnminul J.Jum:n m-

i

alvanised the whole

an. It fed imo that aspect of Irish culture of putting storics

1o fddeas — that'’s what the Irish do best, we're one of the
wirlds g

At the time. the Celtic

il coane Lo the fo

er was bong gone and a reces:

s seemed 1 be ese
hindsight. it was exactly the right time to conjure up the
stories behind the headlines that captured our imagina:
thons: it was a golden era for drama series, with shows Hke
I?a\'.‘:opmafw.mslHnd&im{l;ﬂr{mm
narrative on televisi
production had arr ed ut 3 sweet spot nluu FESUrLes
ted Trom the flm 1o the small sc
ing services had yet o flood the i
The television landscape here w:
crime dr

urt Carolan {the creator and writer) and
li.md Caffrey (the director). who'd met working on Raw.
they agreed (o a four-part first series with the potential for
asecond.

“Idon’t think anyoene had seen anything like it before”
recalls Ruth Negga. who plaved Rosie for a few vears
hefore going on 1o Hollywood F 1om-
ination for historical There had been
youth-arientated dramas before, but this kevel of grittiness
was new o the Irish screen. It did it without being patron:
s, ome one, or a version of the streels from someone

terrible waste of voung lives” Carolan said in an interview
wilh Irish Film and TV Network al the tioe. The writer's
cunrinsity ed him to the
L..mrl.md membe

they bed lives like everyvbod
-ullu[m nals, Bamily. shopping centre:

“The characters had been gestating in his head lor vears.”
director Caffrey tells me. “The show w; en-lit in July
I‘nu')l I we Began il ng iu
spee
were in Stuart’s mind”

The first series was designed o test lr\l.md\ |ppm|¢ for
grintiness. “Thers Wik & nerousnes:
edged as we'd originally intended
becan:

ed in |]:|: pns.»
|||umug 1 (hmlc that wits

L.\un.uu' km].m nhu pl.l} d Elmo. is .ll']_i unsure
ul e 1 it back, | don't know how well the
I'mul one |1||I1L\ v seeims o I:il d.llml I'm nearty el

better from there”

There were cerainly strong glimmers of promise. Rather
than using popular international shows as a emplate, the
Irishness of it all — the familiar lexicon. the almost-identi-
i i able ..Purm.tc-h - hmuc‘hl the
s, like
alter being

sie CHMing 1o terms
assaulted by Stumpy. wel mph uut-it.:nchm.r

“1 remenmber reading et scene in he seript, and | found
1 5o touching e “When we sha it, it
I shot. and 1 could feel everyone on the set lean
Ivwas a powerful moment.”
% @ testament 1o the Ahﬂilica o{ the cast ,uu! e

second series was i tassive hit, | remember, 1L went an o
another level after that
“Then in the third serics. the IRA were invalved, Jesus
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> Christ, it was a war zone, there were burnt-out cars
and petrol bombs. [t was incredibly fun to shoot. By
the middle of the third series, we were all welcomed into
the hearts of the Irish people, especially in Dublin. It was
such a gorgeous thing, we were given real l'nL(llII'lI.{\.Il’IL“l
lly

ing aml turning. Despite the star factor, Brian (J]usvmn.
rhie unceremoniously shot himself just four
episodes in Ild:t [|J|.‘l'|1h|.‘ McCormick) died by 4|J||.|{l|_
after life £ fes as a result of John Boy
an herand Fran's home, a maving performance that mrm_d
McCormick an IFTA. John Boy's own death at the hands of
Darren was another mus moment.

During the show’s transir n and even now. as the
cast and crew look back on it all, ask what the secret ol its
success is, and writer Stuart Carolan is at the centre. The
are glowin

“His writing was tight and unique and not derivative,”
says Negga, while Kinlan tells me his “were some of the
best scripts I've ever read”,

While an eventiul acter-driven script is the backbone
of any revered television show, Love,/Hate benefited from
a cast that oozed world-class talent in even the most fleet:
ing of roles. Negga, who appeared in the first two series of
the show, \pn_.{k\ of “the Love/Hate alumni — everyone's
popped u sme point’, 1t helped that alongside choice
big sted on recruiting new
apart from the re

¢, which really set them

‘ALL OUR BEST TALENT ON ONE SHOW'
“Usually. I'm asked 1o |J'J ing in established actors. so that
was like a gilt to me” recalls casting director Maureen
Hughes. “Love/Harte coincided with a time that comes
about once every seven years. when it hit an incredible
scene of talent and a lot of people were on the cusp of a
break: Robert Sheehan was on a major break. Ruth Negga
was about o break internationally and it was our one
chance of getting her belore she went starwards, and Tom
Vaughan-Lawlor was just waiting [or something to allow
him o shine. Then you had Aidan Gillen wrap his arms
around it and lead i
"It was a prime example of all our best talent on one show,
Things like Normal Peaple have gone on 1o replace it but
/Hate was the best of what we were as an

“harlie Murphy, who played Nid, niece
Siobhan, it was their breakthrough perlormance in what
would go on to be a long and tful career. The Wexford
actor has since worked (again with David Caffrey) on BEC2
show Peaky Blinders. as well as playing Ann on BECL drama
Happy Valley. She's most recently landed a role Stateside in
Showtime's big-budget sci-fi series Halo.

“It was a job in which I learned my craft over five
she recalls. “It’s something that I can reference because it
was my first experience with different departments and
storylines, so there’s always something to go back 10"

Murphy impressed enough that “even though she was
supposed to be a plotline in a scene in series one. Stuart
kept wri II‘LJUI her until she was practically the protago-
nist by the ", Hughes tells me.

Sheehan. too, felt the show was a big learning experience.
“Iwas 21 and at the stage of my career when I thought it
was completely normal to feel in over my head Immmbor
the first day of shooting — the first
scene between me and Ruth where we were identifving the
body of our brother who'd just been murdered. | remember
fecling hit in the stomach by her emaotion; as an actress,
she was dedicated the whole of hersell 1o what needed
be done”

nnu- the show aired, casting agent Hughes says that it
¢ll, as actors knew it was the show to he on,

&

tand on the rise. It never got 1o that point, but
there was a mad idea that we would devote one season to
a similar business and get caught up in
Tom Vaughan-Lawlor's business. Jessie would have been
phenomenal for that”

Still, keep an eagle eve out during the show's run and
yvou'lll spot some recognisable faces even among the
smaller parts, such as Helen Behan \\'!m was nominated

There was a
mad idea that
we would devote
one season to
women who
run a simifar
business and
et caught up in
Tom Vaughan-
Lawlor’s
business. Jessie
Buckley would
have been
phenomenal for
that

starred alongside Angelina Jolie in Marvel movie The Erer-
maly and has been announced as a part of the cast [or the
much-hyped lortheoming Batman movie.

Keoghan was intriduced to Hughes through Peter Coo-
nan, who plaved loose cannon Fran on the show.
working the place called The Factory in
d at the time. which | helped set up as a school for
recalls Hughes. “Barry walked into my office one
. and said he'd met Peter Coonan, who he said to look
for me and I'd give him a good start. 1 mmmbonhmkm;..
‘he looks 12, what is he doing in my office?

“But I got him in 1o these sessions where we would shoot
scenes for films. which Jack Reynor and Seana Kerslake
were part of too. Barry said he had no money, and 1 told
him he didn’t need money. it was free, and it's where he
found his legs I think. He's a phenomenal talent”

For many of the stars who have gone on to Hollywood,
Love/flate remains their d ng role in Ireland. Indeed.
the only downside to receiving such a high-profile break is
that the main cast often had to work hard to shake off their
old characters and step into the new.

Kinlan, who most recently starred alongside Anna Friel
in British crime drama Marcella, agrees this was the case
for many of the show’s young stars,

'he general consensus is that if vou're of every week
d asoap, for example — others don't
nt to cast you because vou're so reiated
with one character. | didn’t think that a drama that ran for
six episodes a vear would be enough for that to happen, but
Love/Hate became such a success that it was all anyone
ever talked about for five vears, and 1 do think clors
struggled with work afterwards. It had a negative as well
as a positive effe
Still, the strong and stellar cast brought their roubled
characters o life, humanising the stories behind the griny
crimes, Much of the action centred around the gang's busi
s of drugs and pmsulun‘un. and s 1t|re:|le; rrum Imlll

ati ng [!1 .n.ulu.mc puess.
\\]un_ and hows,

clear, “Obviously.
to how the whole dynamic of organised ¢

stuart Carolan has got

ul Williams told this news.

land.” crime corresponde

“The characterisation, the people... T can

en them belore and he understands

Indisputably, Vaughan-Lawlor shone as Nidge journeyved
[nm\ an eager right- hand man to a mrhl 55 gang hoss.
: ult not to be
surprised at his well-to-do accent .mrl mnlu_im-- in real
life. *1 can remember a youngish kid around 13 or 14 got
to meet him,” recalls director Caflrey. "When Tom started
being Tom and speaking with an English twang, I'd never
seen i face drop so quickly”
Early on in the programme’s life, the love affair between
Rosie and Darren captured the public’s attention.
“\\'oﬂc o with lel \mxl..h it \m\ A]\\A\S]IJSI a mmphzc

It was casy to be in Im:r: with Rulh. Tl ankful!lv we got nﬁ
and were comlortable with each other, because we had a lot
of cuddling to do” Their s sene was one of more tender
ones of the daring show.

FEMALE CHARACTERS

“I remember T watched it with my mother in the living
room at home.” he recalls, “Alterwards, [ was talking to
Anthony Byrne, who directed part of the second series, and
d that he did the age-old wrick of shooting the reunion
love scene overlong, anticlpating that RTE would say ‘we
nud w cut [lm: du\\ n, lh.u s o much for the pLuptu of

o Love/Hare's success was that

kind, but one of the key

RTE were fully behind

In broad terms. the portrayal of its lemale characters
was perhaps one of the show’s lew shortcomings. Few epi-
sodes would pass the Bechdel Test (for which two female
characters should talk 1o each other about something other
than a man), and the lack of independent female storylines
and the over-reliance on women as victims suggested thy
it didn't veer far from the male dominance of its subject
matier,

That said, Murphy is quick (o point oul that there were
strong lemale narratives. “Lizzie. Nadine, Debbie and my
character Siobhan had strong story arcs and went through

—

There was
alwerys the
potential of
being killed offl
S0 Vou never
Fnew how long
You were going
to stick around...
T wes something
you wanited
to stay a part
of especially
Decause the crew
staved relatively
constant. We
really did
become a family

Holy show:
Tom Vaughan-Lawlor
as Nidge, and Charlie
urphy as Siobhan,

ctured in s fous

a lot. Obviously there are boys and guns, and more so than
wormen, but it definitely did represent women”

And according to her co-sta y. the female char-
acters played a vital role in offering a more holistic view of
these oft-stereatyped. “The men have more of a part to play
because of the topic of the show, but Stuart was brillian
because he showed how they were affected through the
wife, or thy 1. You see how it was wearing people apart.
und how they had o put on a brave face and cope. That’s
al impact of this crazy and dangerous way ol living.”

1y character in Nidge's gang came with its own
concerns. “There was always 1I\t potential of being killed
ofl. so you never knew how long you were going to stick
around.” says Kinlan. “I think Swart tried o get rid of
o two or three vears before the show finished, but 1
convinced him of a different route that the charcter could
take. and he kept me on, which | was grateful for. It was
something you wanted to stay a part of, Especially because
the crew also s i
really did become a fam
By the time the show moved o its fourth series, it was
pul.lu:g. in an average of 835,000 viewers an episede. Its
sode became Monday moerning’s waler
woment in offices around the country. References
o the fizzy erange that an af d Tommy (Killian Scot)
requested became a country-wide in-joke, and dropping
‘coola boola” inte conversation was less of an affirmation
1 signal that separated those who were following
while, some of
and Wayne's

illing scene — became national talking points,
Tlll. series was always le‘Lj.,l.d I\\' accusations ui ;..f!uni\'

proof of this. The Animal Rj
the various animal killings in Love/Hate 1o 5
in animal torture. Then, in 2014, a prison
stabbed a fellow inmate in the
Love/Hare. “They all think they are
told the frish Mirvor. "Some idiots
then try 1o copy what happens, 1
Lating art.”

But Sheehan doesn't believe the fault lies with the series.
“Tdon't know il I lully agree with the idea that people take
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thair lesd Trom drama or ar,” be savs. ©1 think Love Fare
sparked aggression in peaple who already had aggression
in their bones”

AVIBRANT ATMOSPHERE
The budget for the show was modest compared 1o LS
standards, but a tight production team hc]p‘. AQUECRE A5
much oul of it as possible. "Obviously TV is very fast paced,
but my God did we pull sut the pages so fast.” recalls Char-
hy. “We were just puiting so much in the plan so
enacious, and he was a perfect ca
[or that kind of pace, He was brilliant and fun, and T loved
the energy he brought weic”

An example of Callrey's tenacity came early on when car
scenes werd being shot. So that he wouldn't have 1o wail
I the car returned W check the footage and decide if
they needed another take, he would travel curled up in the
boot of the car, and check the footage as it was filmed.

But on the whole, the sel was relaxed. Negga recalls a fun
atmosphere. “There was a lot of laughing. I knew lows of
ching up with them. From my
Ireland... it's not casual, but there’s

grew. filming on location in
the mean streets (such was the commitment to
<l|.ll]li|'l[l|.||\] began to draw scores of onlookers, and even:
tually the production had o plan around their unintended
e 5o that shock moments wouldn't be revealed.
The finale of series three saw Lizeie (Caoilfhionn Dune)
kill Darren, which marked Sheehan's departure from the
show: at that point, he was on borrowed time,
i been optioned for two series so when that fine
ed, Stuart cleverly gave myself an out. and a potent
back in; exp] ins Sheehan. "But during the second series
i L \r‘lrm yous 1o the -wind anyw ave
4 f he has mare stor ¥, hecause it
was really wking off, It |urnc:l aut that the third series is
Darren’s most interesting, because it's where he loses the
warmth that he had at the
CAUSE it Was Sug
was such an honour,
wrds, for the next series, we did a
corpse and laid out on a mo
wu IJ‘.LH!(d lu manipulate the press by making surs

rt. | was 5o glad that 1 went
ual history, it

picoe of teley

: ]| was 5o funny”
The media attention the show received had not really
been seen belore: every day saw new stories, leaks amd
rumours emerging, and bookies began taking edds on who
winild be killed each episode 1o hamess extra publici
“It was almast as if the papers stopped reporting on the
stull and just reported on the fictional stufl;” says
“Every little possible story that could be

=]
i
=3
-%3
i

eleaned v
Al the san

reparted
time, the cast beeame household names in
then further afield after Love, Hate was shown
across Furope. Australia, India. South Korea, lsrael. Bra
and streaned on Hulu, Netflix and Amazon in the US
Kinlan recalls that he couldnt escape the calls of ul’
— even in San Francisco. -1t made is everywhere. I've
been in the business since | was 14 years of age and 've
done ts of jobs. but o ched new heights in terms of
being recogni ne” he savs.
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THE GRAND FINALE
Sadly. all geod things must come to an end. and after the
higher-stakes drama in the fifth season, the decision was
made to bow out.
“Al the start, we approached it like we were doing a lour-
hour independent film. Then Swart wrote a second series
I na:uml

was the end of it”
In order to maximise the shock of Nidges murde

ot to have our Diebs® In fact, the precautions went much
lurther. Caflrey shot two alternate versions of the p,r'md
finale so0 that no one but a handful of people knew how it
would end: in one of them Nidge's killer Patrick [John Con
nows] is killed instead, and in the other, Nidge runs away
and escapes.

Filming for the series ended in Spain in May 2004, with
select cast members like Vaughan-Lawlor and Kinlan in
attendance.

“Tremember walking back to my hotel room at the end of

E s Kinlan. “Tt had
been such a journey for ws all. But I knew it was the right
time, and that it should finish on a high™

The cast and crew still keep in wuch, and often work
together. The network the show created within the indus-
try is undoubtedly a gift that keeps giving.

e recipient of a total of 19 [FTA wins and a further 20
nomminations, and the most-streamed show on RTE Player
until Normal People came along earlier this year. its com:
mercial and critical success hﬂsnfmn led 1o questions over
anather series, or perhaps a film. But neither are planned.
ﬁar the moment
wse Stuart and 1 have worked dosely together
aliel ds, we briefly have conversations imagining what
woutld we do, whether a film or anything else.” says Caffrey.
“But it's (I.e.u' Stuart \tr\ mu(h sa p rson (hat wants o
do just
he wouldn's w
@ legacy that is, Tts 28 cpisodes remain a defining slice of
culture and the show rised the bar for Irish television, as
well as helping te launch numerous careers. In the king:
pin's commer of the sky, John Boy and Nidge would be proud.

Love/Hate’ series | 1o § is availabie on RTE Plaver
Series 3 returns to RTE2 on October 14
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‘Saoirse’s
fabulous
or advice...
we g0 on great
adventures’

» Down actor Eileen O’'Higgins is about
to hit our screens in RTE’s macabre new
drama Dead Still. The Brooklyn star tells
i { about her close bond
with best friend Saoirse Ronan. being
scause of her accent and the

challenges of filming during a pandemic

You'd never
¢ her

imple pleasure of b
e of urban livin
int filming Neuf

mnterrupted by an unex;
¢ Co Down,
rt we were told filming was paused for two
veeks, and rather I n book me transport ba
to London, vl

seeing them so I wi 1 spent
ut to say I travelled home with
the two ¢
is the first real-life interview
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for either of us ina long time, and it's for good reason. Just
in time for Halloween, the Co Down actor is one of the
three leads in RTE's Dead Still, a macabre comedy drama
pie orian Dublin.

With death as its core theme, it's a fitting one for a pro
duction in Ircl‘md where “griefl is in the puhl\t dmn.lln .
notes O'Hi “Itwasn't until T was here in d that
1 realised people aren't used to that, This story is actually
s0 Irish.”

As Nancy (oddly. the same name as her character in
Brookivn), she's the headstrong niece of Brock Blenner-
hasset (played by the always-defightful Michael Smiley|
i who takes pic
of mourning families with the recently dece:
ho are placed upright as if still alive, eyes practically
wedged open. She brings in new assistant Conall Molloy
{Kerr Logan. also known for London frish and Strike) to
this strange set-up, and together they uncover nefarious
20 i!'lg~ on with an oscillating mix of intrigue. humour and
musing character ¢
‘N to Dublin from living in the Irish coun-
\ repressed family, and she was itchi
out of there;” O'Higgins says of her character.
ing to play a character that has her own engine. She's not
there 1o serve any of these other characters. And she hasa
strong moral compass: if she thinks that somebody hasn't
behaved appropriately, she'll tell them”

Amidst the ever-evolving plot. it's a particular joy to s
Dublin recreated for the Victorian era. Shooting took p
in the outskirts, mostly in south Dublin, although Glas-
nevin Cemetery is in there, as is the Gravediggers pub, and
various mansion houses suited to the era,

“One of them looked as if nobody had touched it in vears”
recalls O'Higgins, “The layers of dust were thick. and in the
entrance hall, there was a huge head of an elk that they
pulled out of a bog wmu\hen. in the west of Ireland. The
owner of the house said one of the rooms was haunted,
nd we were absolutely not to go into it..and we didn't”
en her previous roles in Mary Queen of Scots and
.u BB(, :l:f.mi.ltmn { Emma, it seems to be standard for

gins 1o transform inte her character via a range of
corsets, The only saving grace with Dead Seill was that she
moulds into them at this stage”

The Mary Queen of Scors corsets were the hardest 1o
wmrh says, “Any one other than that has been
ade out of denim so they were
vy and big. We weren't allowed 1o sit down in them so
t\cﬁ\l more like giant teilet roll holde

B

an afternoon. Full of nervous energ
merrily digresses down unexpected paths {this is how it
transpires she and English comedian Tim Key both gave
adings at a mutual friend’s wedding. *Never follow a

n when public speaking”. she now advises), And
she L..:lkwmu(I|<1e|1||1L|nmurJ| hooks and watching Sefl:
set with an equal level of passion.
ggins is less comfortable h]kl about personal
“happily single” when
uI Immm-- HI‘.\]I chat o a

'hen IILJ\IL, <I1uu[Iwr[m-m.l'.lnpu h Rnn an. her
m-\urnnbmmu_\n and later, on Mary Queen of Scots. she
chooses her words carefully, though their close friendship
is no secret. Ronan brought O'Higgins as !mr','wsl tothe
Golden Globes when she won Bes
even giving her a shout-out in the 3 s

“When we met [on the set of Brookive, in
like we were instantly on the same wavelength” says
(¥Higgins. “Like whe nsr»mrlhim_’Iaappcnsll:m'snm nec-
c5: mi\'lumw butyou thluk itis, .md\nu Imsl. amund .m:i

014, it fel

h s very funny, she's incredibly kind.
When we meet up now, because we're both Irish, people
presume we met at school. Only in Ireland would people
see us as the girl from the North and the girl with the
strang Dublin-via-Carlow accent™

n they share the same industry, do they find them-

. mutual Inm:ls. .ldumun - and uilut we're ha\-
g for dinner will be higher up. Actually, food would be
h on the lis s fabulous for advice, il you're
d about anything or decisions about anything. And
£ 2 . we're definitely do-
srowing up as one of six children to an electrician and
counsellor. O'Higgins' move to acting wasn't an obvious
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. “My family thought I'd lost my marbles’ 3
She fell intw it vhen her secondary school announced that
drama school were visiting Eelfast to recruit students.
"I was super shy. but [ also knew that when 1 acted. 1 did
wellat it

So she plucked up the courage to ask her parents, and
the next year. she found herself at the Royal Welsh College
of Music & Drama in Cardilf. grappling with both living
away from home and working out this new direction in
her life,

“I was the only Irish pe

n there” she says, “There
was one person from Scotland, but most were from Lon-
don. They couldn’t understand how it was so small, and I
couldn't understand how it was so big, cspecially because
I came from a close family where w heltered. T
1 ink it :ouk me to get rid of my mpostor syndrome

ecured her
i hu{fm;,mu The Hour) in the title
“nict, the biopi ring Helena Bonham Carter.
d Ilw'r were her calling cards

for the key part of Nancy in Brookln.

When O'Higgins first moved 10 London, she went
threugh the rite of passage of taking random jobs to sur-
vive: she helped out at a speedhoat company for a while,
worked in a film museum where she and other drama
school graduates helped to take pictures of tourists on a
Star Wars set {the irony being that one of her colleagues
landed a role in Star Wars, though she declines to reveal
who). She lasted only one shift ina pub. “because [ actually
like gerting up and getting out carly in the morning, so I
couldn't understand why these people wouldn't go home™,

The pay cheque for Brookiyn went straight on rent, and
in many senses, ( s when she began to feel more
comfortable in her chosen path

“I found my leet at that poin
maore you work, the more you learn. I've been fortunate
enough to be on et with o many great actors, and 1 sit
there like a sponge. hoping by some form of osmosis it
will suddenly infiltrate how [ approach something Some
tors are chameleons. they can really transform ther
selves. 've worked with Saoirse twice now j
incredible w watch

\ml 1 years in, has she found her approach
“1 just obsess about it From the munu.nl\af.mlllli
1think of what my interpretation of the role is”
That cutlosk is aided in part by a time when she b
twith auditiens for the mother in a theatre production,
I-known actors came through the door for the part, all
reimagining the character in their own way. “One played
it exactly how I had it in my head, and one actress played
it colder but still loving. and she changed the dynamic — it
was so different and unespected. She actually ended up
getting the part
I'm totally fine about net getting a part if I've
given it my best shot. [ can park itand move on
At this more mature stage of her career, she's found her

‘When I started it a few years ago, | opened my mouth

Afew vears
ago, opened
ey month and
inmmediately |
s dlorvnsieirs,
Deing the maid
or the couniry
Duunmpkein ther
came in. |
think: that has
somiething to do
th v Irisly
accent, fow

and immediately | was downstairs, being the maid or the
country bumpkin that came in. I think that has something
1o do with my Irish accent, toe” she says, “More recently,
the characters P've plaved are much more interesting. And
I've \mrk;d W h more Iumh directors than male direc-
y lovely
h re's more room for newer voices in the
world, and tm getting that even from the things I'm
watching on TV, like [Michaela (.m-l 3 i

al § May Destroy You, 1 v
F've never seen this depicted. why qu I newer seen it
depicted?™

1n any case. the stars are very much aligning in O"Hig-
avour. Dead Sl marks a major step for ber, in that
lead role in a major co-production between Irish.
British and Canadian production companies. A volle:
high |)rumt' roles follow: next up is Nowhere Special. a film
Norton (Happy Valley, McMafia) about a
single father trying to find a ne
his son. Then lh\.r\ Here Before, the thriller in which
O'Higglns stars I -a Riseb h (Birdman,
Mandy), belore The frre
= who help Sherlock Holme:
ook-in.,

nce returning 1o work, she's got a taste of what filming
in “these strange times” looks like, and it's safe enough
even for amorous scem ¢ ASSUTES.

“1 was really actually impressed at the effort that went
into keep everybody safe” she says. “All the actors self-iso-
lated in order to work. and were all in 4 testing pro-
gramme, so yes, masks came off and the actors were able
10 get close.

“And evervone was separated on set — we were pul in
different zones, we were bubbled together, and there was
4 one svstem on set” she explains, “And we had hot
water sinks brought in so we could physically wash yvour
hands. They had given it serious thought, and were exe-
cuting it to precision”

While filming may have tentatively resumed. the
knock-an effect in the industry is still to come: the loss in
advertising revenue for traditional broadcasters is likely
10 have a catastrophic effect on future productions, never
mind the fears that we'll run out of new TV at some point
in 2021 due to fewer completed projects this year (get
ready to watch reams of new:. hastily crea imation,
h y i ' fins. oo, feels that for actor:
ing to get worse before it gets better — already with
theatres closed. there's an awiul lot more people for lewer
productions

Bt with that ha
nnl\ [LLlIIILpI 5

young sireet
solve crimes — gets a

demeanour of hers, she’s
Imul the future, not only bec she

‘L nprediciability is [Mllllf an actor's everyday life — I've
never started the year knowing how I'm going 1o end the
‘At the start, that was But once you
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Sensitivity 1s a
superpower

Irish actor Denise Gough on her character choices, her slow rise through tough times,
and why she avoids social media, writes Shilpa Ganatra

& an actor who spent lockdown

filming under strict conditions,

Denise Gough has become an

expert in taking Covid-19 tests,

aided by a natural advantage. 1
was told by a medic that | had a very nice
uvula, which is the thing that dangles down
at the back of vour throat,” she says. “She
told me [ had a fantastic uvula. But then |
found out she was telling evervbody that,
too. Never trust Covid testers, they're just
nice to evervone.”

As it was, Gough caught coronavirus in
between shoots at Christmas, while visiting
famuly in Dublin, which caused her to hun-
ker down for a few weeks extra. Three
maonths after, she's prone to bouts of tired-
ness and aching joints, but isn't quite sure if
she haslong Covid, “or ifit"s the same as eve-
ryone else being up and down, because
we're not living in a very natural way at the
moment”,

Gough has now returned to her home in
Hackney, east London, in a flat which she
has to herself, “I'm good on my own,” she
says on a Zoom call, looking around her
abode. “I'm fine with having my space but |
just want some life back. 1 don't think any-
one at this point is having a great time in
lockdown.”

It"s difficult not to nosey around her back-
ground. Over lockdown, she moved to a
new flat in the area, and its livingroom is of
hotel standard with high ceilings,
well-placed  statement lamps and
dark-painted walls that happen to comple-
ment her baby pink cosy jumper and wash
of blonde hair; altogether it's an eye-catch-
ing acsthetic. Butit's temporary - she’s look-
ing for a place to buy in west London to be
nearer to film and TV studios, and the thea-
tre district of London.

Though theatre - her first love, with two
Olivier Awards to show for it - still has its
collective lights off, life has returned to nor-
mal for her in one respect at least. She's
back on the on-screen acting trail, currently

filming the Star Wars spin-off Andor, hav-
ing just released the film Monday, a
rom-com set in Greece in which “I'm so na-
ked”, she says.

“When I read the seript initially | instant-
lythought lcouldn'tdoitbecause [ don't get
nude, [ don’t do sex scenes. Then | warched
Suntan by the director Argvris Papadimitro-
poulos, in which the actress Elli Tringou is
naked for pretty much the whole film, and it
looks stunning,

“The hlm was empowering to do and |
never for one second felt that | was being
used in any way. Whereas a lotof work here,
farther west, it becomes a bit shady. It's al-
ways the woman has to do the orgasm, or
have her boobs to camera.”™

“Plus it was important for me as an Irish
woman to get over whatever stufl 1 had
about showing my body,” she adds. “When
I'm 80 I will look back on that film and
think, ‘MyGod, | was gorgeous’.”

Her next major release is Too Close. A
tense psychological drama series in which
she stars opposite Emily Watson (Chernob-
yl, Angela’s Ashes), it plays on the entwined
relationship between the investigator and
the investizated, as seen in Silence of the
Lambs and more recently, Killing Eve. Wat-
son plays Dr Emma Robertson, the forensic
psychologist, while Gough plays Connie
Mortensen, a troubled mother who's ac-
cused of a crime she claims she can't remem-
ber, But a series of flashbacks brings the
viewers ever closer to the truth, while also
showeasing Gough's immense talents.

Mentally complex characters seem to be
a forte of Gough's; both of those Oliviers
were for her searingly convincing portraval
of addicts, first in the National Theatre's
People, Places and Things, then in the
two-part play Angels in America.

“I've always played these big, complex,
brilliant women because the writing for
stage is so fantastic, but until you're estab-
lished in TV, a lot of the time you're playing
women on the periphery,” she explains,
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“It'sonly inrecent times that we get moreof
a chance to play the parts that usually go to
the boys. S0 of course I'm going to want to
do that. But equally, if I was to be offered a
brilliant role, a really well-written smart
comic role, I'd throw myself at that too.”

It's not difficult to imagine, In her past
work, from stage to film (in Colette, she was
the transsexual pariner of Kiera
Knightlev's title character), tothe lead in tel-
evision like Conor McPherson's Paula, it’s
evident she can shape-shift as the role
demands. And in person, there's a relaxed,
jokey vibe to her that balances a fierce intel-
hgence, which makes it all the more of a
shame that she’s not on social media.

That decision was for self-protection. “1
can't deal with social media. I'm a highly
sensitive person,” she says. I wish I was
able to use social media in the way that it
can be for good, but [ just know what I'm
like. I come from a culture that doesn’t val-
ue sensitivity asimportant, but in my indus-
try, it's a superpower.

“Ifacritic writes bad things about me, it's
part of my job. Social media is terrifying be-
cause it's personal. [t's people | don’t know,
in my energy feld, saving horrible things to
me, and you can become addicted to finding
more horrible things. | watched Caroline
Flack's documentary the other night, and
poor Caroline. | think that cruelty is killing
people. Then they make it a #bekind thing,
which blows my mind too, because even
that hashtag is consumable. We've already

(44
Social media is terrifying ... It's
people I don't know, in my
energy field, saying horrible
things to me, and you can
become addicted to finding
more horrible things

moved on to the next thing.”

Growing up in Ennis, Co Clare, Gough's
father was an electrician and her mother
had her hands full with 11 children, another
of whom became an actress too: Denise’s
younger sister Kelly can be seenin The Fall,
Casualty, and most recently Marcella,

Gough describes herself as a “troubled
teenager” and just before she was 16, she
and her bovliriend ran away to London. |
ask about that decision, and she explains
that "1 didn't really make a decision. | ran
away from home, that is what happened,”
she says. “Like so many teenagers, | had a
lot of stuff [going on]. | went where l went to
et what [ needed to get through it. I'm not
foing to go into the ins and outs of all that
stuff, but what I will say is yeah, they were
difficult nmes.”

At the time, did it fracture her
relationship with her family?

“Of course. ltwasn't easy for any ofus but
there we are, that's my story, [can'tchange
that now.”

Upon arriving to London, the relation-
ship lasted another six weeks. She tried liv-
ing with a family member “but that didn’t
work so I metsomeone from Dublin, and we
lived together in what became a squat fora
few years.

In previous interviews, she's discussed
shaving her hair, then having dreadlocks -
“anything to detract from being looked at
like a pretty girl”™. She's alluded todrink and
drugs, and finding herself in dangerous situ-
ations like “hanging out on Coldharbour
Lane at three in the morning”.

“Now | see kids of that age and | think,
‘My God, what an amazing little teenager |
was that I managed to stay alive through all
of that',” she tells me.

A major turning point, she says, was
meeting an improv teacher who recognised
her talent. He paved the way for a scholar-
ship to the Academy of Live Recorded Arts,
which paid for her fees and rent.

After graduating, her ascendance into



M Irish actor Denise Gough: ‘| came into
this industry with no connections, with
no money. There's a much easier way in

for a lot of people.’
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the acting world didn’t come easy. Despite
noteworthy parts in Jimmy's Hall, the Ken
Loach film, and a Lyric Hammersmith pro-
duction of Desire Under the Elms, carving
out a living from acting proved to be diffi-
cult, which was troubling with no financial
backing except her own graft.

Her fortunes changed in 2015 with a
breakthrough performance in People, Plac-
e5 and Things, Duncan Macmillan's ac-
claimed play that gave Gough her first West
End performance the following yvear, aged
36. The momentum continued with Angels
in America, which not only ran at the Na-
tional Theatre (earning her that Olivier
ahead of Nicole Kidman}, butalso on Broad-
way in New York {(where she was nominat-
ed for a Tony Award). From there, the TV
and film roles came flooding in, which she
accepted because of that goal to become a
homeowner, “and nobody's going to buy a
house on theatre wages”.

“I'mgrateful to Britain because 'man im-
migrant here but I'm a white, Eng-
lish-speaking immugrant. so I was given eve-
rything. Now | work really hard to repayit,”
shesays, alluding to the anti-immigrant sen-
timent that’s risen in the UK proven by, and
spurredon by, Brexic “If vouinvest in an im-
migrant, thev’ll do pretty well. It's what it
looks like through history, right? Immi-
grants leave behind their life to build a bet-
ter one for themselves.”

Always outspoken on the 1ssue of diversi-
ty, L dig further into her motivation. “Unless
we're all succeeding, we're not succeed-
ing,” she says, “When black women were or-
ganising in America to get women the vote,
their motto was ‘lifting as we climb’. That
has such power, the idea that as you rise,
you bring people up with you.

“l came into this industry withno connec-
tions, with no money. There's a much easier
way in for alot of people, and that's also val-
id, but if the industry becomes completely
saturated by people who are well connected
and wealthy, then we lose most of the sto
ries because it's not like that for most of the
population.”

Bridgerton, which cast different ethnici-
ties in a period piece, is proof that diversity
can be added to the mix with the nght back-
ing. “You can just do it,” says Gough. “"We
can all sit around and talk about it and come
up with all these groups, but just f**king do
it. Don’t apologise for itand people will get
used to it. 1 want to move into producing,
and that's part of my manifesto.”

Given what Denise Gough has already
achieved reliant on no one but herself, woe
betide anvone who stands in her way.

Too Close comes to Virgin Media Onein May,
and is available now inNorthern lreland on
thelTVHub
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