Claire-Hope Ashitey plays Kee in The Children of Men

At just 18 and fresh from school, newcomer Claire-Hope Ashitey has landed a major role in a Hollywood drama, The Children of Men, starring alongside the likes of Clive Owen and Julianne Moore.

Set in the near future, The Children of Men is a gripping drama directed by Alfonso Cuaron (Y tu mama tambien, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban) and features a glittering cast with Michael Caine, Danny Huston, Peter Mullen, Chiwetel Ejiofor, Pam Ferris and Charlie Hunnam alongside Owen and Moore.

Ashitey, a Londoner, plays Kee, a young woman who, literally, represents the future of mankind when she falls pregnant – the first woman to conceive in almost twenty years.

But Kee’s own future is in jeopardy when governments and terrorist groups fight to capture her and use her for their own political ambitions. When the disillusioned Theo – played by Owen –is reluctantly drawn in to helping her, he rediscovers hope and purpose that he believed he had lost forever.

Set in the London of 2027, The Children of Men features a world in turmoil and a UK government becoming increasingly totalitarian as it desperately tries to hold back the hundreds of thousands of refugees flocking to its shores.

Ashitey is currently on a gap year between school and university and hasn’t yet made up her mind whether to continue with her plan to study law in autumn 2006, or stick with a blossoming acting career.

“For so long I was set on this plan to become a lawyer and then this role happened, so it’s really make your mind up time for me,” she says. “I’m going out to Los Angeles after this for a while and if something happens, then great. But if not I’ll come back and go to university and back to my original plan.”

The youngest of three children born in Enfield, north London, Ashitey wanted to act from an early age and at 12 her parents, Tina, a medical secretary, and Paul, a dentist, enrolled her in the Centre Stage School for Performing Arts in Palmers Green on Saturdays.

“I wanted to be an actress when I was quite young but my parents weren’t very keen and they were like ‘OK, you can go to performing arts school on Saturdays as long as you stick with the conventional school route’.
She thrived at both – leaving her ‘conventional’ school with top grades and crediting Centre Stage with nurturing her love of performance. In 2004, she landed her first major role, playing a 14-year-old Tutsi refugee in Shooting Dogs, Michael Caton-Jones’ acclaimed drama set to the backdrop of the Rwandan genocide.

Q: What can you tell me about your character?

A: There’s a lot to Kee’s character. On certain levels she is quite closed, quite rebellious and got a lot of attitude but on a lot of other levels she is quite naïve and vulnerable, especially because of the situation she is in. And she is quite lost because everyone around her either turns on her or they die. So she is a strong girl but at the same time she is kind of lost and has to rely on the people around her to get where she needs to be.

Q: She’s potentially the saviour of mankind. What’s that like to play?

A: It’s so difficult because there are so many layers to her. First of all you have to get yourself into that world where there haven’t been any children for 18 years and that’s kind of difficult enough to come to terms with. And then you have to try and put into the character the gravity of being the only woman who has been pregnant in that time but not in a distracting way. I try and have those layers to the character and go back and forth to each one as I need it. 

Q: What’s it like working with Alfonso?

A: It’s so interesting watching the way he works because he does have this incredible eye for detail, just things I would never notice in a million years and ideas kind of come to him. He’ll suddenly go ‘wait a minute, let’s do this..’ and he can just change the smallest thing but it changes the scene in an amazing way. And watching the way he has all these spontaneous ideas, one after another, is incredibly fascinating. His mind must be going a mile a minute because he is always coming up with all these ideas. It’s great to work with him – very challenging and he’s really pushed me these past few months and I’m really grateful for it.

Q: This role represents a huge break for you. How did you get it?

A: I went to the first audition in June. I went in and had my picture taken and went back two weeks later and had a reading with a casting director and Alfonso and a month later went to a screen test and then a month after that I heard that I had the job, so it was a really long and protracted process. I was convinced that I hadn’t actually got it, so it was fantastic when I found out that I had.

Q: Where were you when you found out?

A: I was actually on the train on the way to another casting (laughs). I couldn’t really celebrate on the train because I would have looked really strange. And the first person I told was my sister and she didn’t really care because she was writing an essay (laughs). And then I told my Mum and she was very happy for me.

Q: Where do you live?

A: My parents are from Ghana in West Africa and I was born and raised in London. My Mum is a medical secretary and my Dad is a dentist. I’ve an older sister who is 21 and in her last year at Warwick University and my brother is 23 and he is now training to be an accountant. I’m 18.

Q: Are you studying at the moment?

A: I’m going to university in October, hopefully. I’m going to study social anthropology and then law. My parents were always ‘you have to have a proper job..’ and when I was 12, I was like ‘oh OK, I’ll do law.’ And I didn’t really think about anything else until now.

Q: So what’s the plan? Do you want to become a lawyer or do you want to carry on acting?

A: I don’t know. For so long I was set on this plan to become a lawyer and then this role happened, so it’s really make up your mind time for me. I’m going out to Los Angeles after this for a while and if something happens, then great. But if not I’ll come back and go to university and back to my original plan.

Q: How did the acting start for you?

A: Through the performing arts school (The Centre Stage School for Performing Arts in Palmers Green) that I went to on Saturdays for years and years. I was 12 when I first went there. I wanted to be an actress when I was quite young but my parents weren’t very keen and they were like ‘OK, you can go to performing arts school on Saturdays as long as you stick with the conventional school route..’

Q: Did it feed your ambition to become an actress?

A: I think it really grounded me but at the same time, it brought out this whole other side to my personality. I was very diligent at school but I had this other side to me, a more creative side, and that was a great outlet.

Q: Did you get professional work through the school?

A: The emphasis was always fun, really. And it was an outlet for the creative side away from normal school so I never really associated it with professional work. 

Q: How old were you when you did your first professional work?

A: I was 15 and it was an advert for a mobile (cell) phone company to be shown in Japan. It was shot outside St Paul’s Cathedral in the freezing cold with my sister. We were out there all day in the cold. I didn’t really have to do much, we were basically background, so there was no real acting involved. In fact, I didn’t really do any proper, professional acting until I made Shooting Dogs in 2004, that was my real taste of what it is like.

Q: And who do you play in Shooting Dogs?

A: I play a 14-year-old Tutsi refugee who is caught up in the genocide. It was really challenging. We were on location in Kigali for nine weeks and so it was a complete shock to my system. And I didn’t really know much about the genocide so I embarked on this steep learning curve. I had a really support system so it wasn’t as tough as it could have been.

Q: Did you have a chaperone during the shoot?

A: No, I didn’t and my agent was worried about that. But it turned out that I didn’t need one and everyone was really great to me and basically I had everyone in the crew acting as my chaperone, so that was fine.

Q: Did making Shooting Dogs increase your desire to be an actress?

A: Actually at first it went the other way. I found it really tough. And after being at drama school for so long, I found that I really loved theatre and stage acting and film was so different and I didn’t enjoy it as much. At first, I thought ‘I don’t want to do this because it’s difficult and disorientating shooting things out of order..’ and really it sent me in the other direction completely. It actually didn’t change until I saw the finished film, to be honest. I had a great time being with everyone and being out there but I just found it difficult being in front of the camera, I found very uncomfortable. But when I saw the finished film all that effort and disorientation came together and I could see what it was all for. And that was a great buzz watching the movie cut together, but actually filming I found tough.

Q: So bearing that in mind, what’s it been like filming The Children of Men?

A: This one has been a little bit worse, I think. It’s bigger, there are so many more people and it has also been incredibly difficult and it was a hard character to get to grips with. I can’t really say that I’ve enjoyed it but I value the experience, if that makes sense.

Q: And you are working with a remarkable cast, what’s that been like?

A: That’s been fantastic. A lot of people say that acting is a little like sport in the way that if you play with people who are a lot better than you than you just improve and get better very quickly and I’ve found that is the case. Just being able to watch them work, their techniques, is fascinating. And also they are really nice, grounded people – Michael (Caine), Clive (Owen), Julianne (Moore), Pam (Ferris) were all so friendly and really supportive which makes it so much nicer to come to work in the morning.

Q: They are huge stars, was it intimidating at first?

A: Definitely. The first time I met them I was quite nervous and when we came to work together I was really scared and you are put in this environment with these people who have been doing this for years and years and are known for their great work and you feel quite inadequate. I was lucky in that the first few weeks of filming were kind of action sequences and I didn’t really have to do much, just kind of be there and in that way you kind of get used to their presence and get used to being around them on screen without having to do any intense acting. And it becomes a bonus that they are so good at what they do, because you learn from it.

Q: How do you see the story and does it have relevance to how we live now?

A: My take on the story is that it raises issues about our own mortality and also the way that we live and the way that we conduct our lives. I think the story picks up on that and it expands on it, like with the refugees and the way the world is dwindling. And you know, it make you think that the things that we take for granted today could so easily be taken away from us. It definitely has relevance today. The movie highlights how quickly it becomes every man for himself, instead of opening up to the rest of humanity and helping each other through this crisis. 

Q: What do Mum and Dad think of you doing this big film?

A: They are very happy for me and very excited for me but they are still very keen for me to go to university which is still what I intend to do. The whole family is feeling their way through this at the moment because it has happened so quickly. We are kind of getting used to the idea that this could really be a career. It was always a hobby whereas now it’s a job and I think they are getting used to the idea more and more every day.

Q: What do your friends at school make of it?

A: They are intrigued and they are supportive and think it’s cool. But everyone has their jobs for gap year and it’s sort of like that for me, it’s like a gap year job. 

Q: What do you like so much about acting?

A: I like being able to get inside a character’s head and be somebody else. That’s why I like being on stage, because for two hours or so you are someone else and you are just helping to tell this story to the people in the audience. I find that exhilarating.

Q: What interests outside of acting?

A: I did a lot of sport when I was at school, I did football, hockey and basketball. It’s harder to do that outside of school but I am really into sport, I love watching movies, I love shopping. No steady boyfriend at this point, unfortunately, or maybe fortunately depending on which way you look at it (laughs). 

ends

