ATONEMENT

JAMES McAVOY Generic Interview
Ian McEwan’s Atonement is a massively popular, critically lauded, well-loved book, being adapted by Joe Wright, a hugely acclaimed young director – and you have the lead role. Were you aware of what a big deal it was?

‘I knew it was a big deal, and I screen tested with two other actors. And I desperately, desperately, desperately wanted the part. I wanted it ‘cause I knew the script was amazing. I screen tested the scenes where I gave Briony what-for [in Balham], and the scene in the tearoom with Cecilia. And those are two of the most perfectly written pieces of acting I’ve ever read in my life. And for those alone I wanted to do the script. 

I was confident that Joe would make it brilliant, so I knew I wanted to be a part of it.’

It’s a very intensely detailed novel, emotionally and in terms of the pre-war and wartime period detail. Was making the film a similarly intense experience?

‘Joe’s got a lot of love for that period, and a lot of love for Britain, and certainly London as well. So I think it came a lot from Joe’s heart. It helped that it was very in keeping with the book as well. Joe was just perfect on every level as a director, and the filming process was idyllic. We filmed the first hour of the film over six weeks in Shropshire, standing in for Surrey, last summer. The weather was great, and I had a cottage five minutes’ walk from the set. It was lovely and sociable and nice, and it was perfect for me – I was an hour-and-a-half from the Brecon Beacons [where he could indulge his enthusiasm for the great outdoors]. Acting-wise, it was probably one of the most complex roles I’ve played. And yet, because it’s so perfectly written, one of the easiest to act. Joe ended up being the best director I’ve ever worked with – truly, truly incredible.’

The chemistry between you and Keira Knightley is fundamental to the success of the film – did you click easily?

‘Yeah, we got on really well right from the beginning. I was so impressed with her. I’d seen her in Pride And Prejudice and nothing else, and I thought she was great in that. I didn’t know anything else about her. I knew she was very young – and she’s the biggest star that Britain has. I didn’t expect her to be so cool and so professional and so experienced. So working with her was easy ‘cause I respected her immediately. 

‘Sometimes you have to manufacture chemistry. But it was easy because we had chemistry with the material. And we both agreed very early what we thought was right and what we thought was wrong. And how we thought we should be… Then that was galvanised by both of us believing utterly in Joe. And Joe really steering us. And as soon as Joe managed to convince me and explain to me that Robbie was so straight – a good guy, and he loves her, and it’s that simple – it made it work even better.’

Did Joe help you start thinking about the character that way in rehearsals?

‘Yeah, and as soon as I did it made everything work between Keira and I. And the rest was about having a nice time and staying out of the way of a perfect script. Don’t try and make this your moment. Don’t try and make this interesting, because it already is. Because people are interested.’

In the book Briony is, if you like, the main character – but the film feels more like Robbie’s film.

‘Well, Briony’s the storyteller. Not only that, but the book is about her telling a lie and about the repercussions of that lie. It’s about the power of storytelling – ie, a lie. And within that story a romantic tragedy takes place. 

‘Even though I said it was the perfect script, my only worry with the script was that for the first 50 minutes of the film there’s no protagonist. You’re hugely interested in who Briony is – she’s amazingly intense and dark and she’s 12! But Cecilia isn’t your protagonist yet because she’s a hard figure to like, which is why I think Keira’s done brilliantly with that character. And Robbie isn’t your protagonist yet ‘cause the story’s not about him yet, it’s still about Briony. But Briony’s not someone we can identify with ‘cause she’s so other, she’s so special, she’s so different. And it’s not until you get to Dunkirk that you get what we expect as an audience as a protagonist. You have Robbie, and every man, trying to get home to his love, and it’s a story we can all identify with. Even if we’ve never been in that situation, it’s one we can imagine.

How did you get over that initial worry about the lack of protagonist in the first half of the film?

‘Because Joe’s so good he’s made that a virtue. You’re in this summer of stale, stagnant heat. And we don’t know who is our guy. And we don’t know what’s gonna happen. And in prose you can colour narrative with style and turn of phrase and with sentence structure. You can’t do that in a film. But he’s managed to give the early part of the film a prosaic style. There’s a foreboding, through music and camera-play, almost like the actors aren’t acting at all. But it’s so heavily there and felt. You know something bad is gonna happen.’

The tearoom scene where Robbie and Celia meet is a very powerful and pivotal moment. But there aren’t many words spoken. Much of the drama is in the eyes. Was that a difficult scene to film?

‘No. I’ve read other scripts where there aren’t many lines and the actors are asked to do the same thing. And they just didn’t have the same power, because the characters weren’t drawn out properly, or as well… whereas I in this scene while we’re not saying anything, we know exactly what we want to say. But we’ll never say it in the film. Keira knew exactly what she wanted to say, and I knew exactly what I wanted to say. Robbie’s suddenly got conflict in that scene. He loves her and he can’t speak to her. And that’s why the scene’s powerful – ‘cause neither one of us are allowed to say it, as characters or as actors.’

As well as a strong source novel and script, it’s also an impressive cast. 

‘Honestly, I don’t think there’s a bad performance in it. Benedict Cumberbatch is brilliant. He is one of my favourite actors – I loved him in Starter for 10. He’s a proper special actor. He’s probably one of the actors I’ve worked with who I admire most, in terms of what he does and how he goes about it. I’ve learned a fair bit from working with Benedict on both occasions.

And you’ve previously worked with Romola Garai too, on Inside I’m Dancing…

‘Yeah, and I know her socially a bit. But we didn’t have many scenes together in this. She’s a clever girl to go and do something like the Royal Shakespeare Company. 
You’re known for being very committed to your parts and your performances. Are you wholly satisfied with your work on Atonement?

‘There’s always a niggle! But I really did feel like I’d given everything. And that every time we left the scene we’d explored it fully and it would come out with something hopefully meaningful. I’ve never felt so satisfied with a job. Strangely that’s probably why I can’t be satisfied watching it. I felt so fulfilled personally that I know that film can never totally live up to my expectations. I have seen it and I love it and I think it’s brilliant. But it took me a wee while to disconnect form the performance experience. And it’s a story that makes me cry my eyes out just thinking about it.’

Even all these months after finishing shooting?

‘Yeah. That story is very, very close to me still. I don’t know why but that story connected with me personally more than any other story that I’ve ever told, or any other film or play or telly or anything that I’ve ever been involved with. The character of Robbie and the character of Cecilia and what is done to them by Briony – it just gets me more than anything else than I’ve ever, ever done.’

