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OSCAR-WINNING ACTRESS CHARLIZE THERON 
HAS NEVER BEEN AFRAID OF PUSHING 
BOUNDARIES. AS SHE TELLS ELAINE LIPWORTH, 
‘I LIKE PLAYING THE UNLIKABLE’ 
Photographs CRAIG MCDEAN
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harlize Theron has the kind of startling 
beauty that could be intimidating if 
she didn’t have such a laid-back 
attitude to her appearance. ‘I don’t 
make any decisions about my life 
based on what I look like,’ she  
says. ‘That’s not what drives me.’  
The 36-year-old South African  
actress, who recently adopted a  

baby boy named Jackson, has a dramatic presence that 
dominates the room. Arguably the best actress of her 
generation, Charlize is quick-witted and refreshingly outspoken, 
unafraid of expressing her opinions on the issues that she  
is passionate about – ranging from gay marriage to her  
South African Aids-prevention charity: Charlize Theron Africa 
Outreach Project (CTAOP).

Originally intending to become a ballerina, Charlize moved to 
Milan while in her teens to model and dance, then relocated to 
New York. She had to quit her beloved ballet because of knee 
injuries so turned to acting – with staggering success. Her films 

include The Devil’s Advocate (1997), Woody Allen’s Celebrity 

(1998), The Cider House Rules (1999), Monster (2003), for which 
her role of prostitute-turned-serial-killer Aileen Wuornos won her 
a Best Actress Oscar, North Country (2005), which led to another 
Oscar nomination, and The Road (2009). She starred in 2011’s 
dark comedy Young Adult and plays the wicked queen in Snow 

White & the Huntsman, which will be released on Wednesday.
Her latest role promises to be her most exciting so far. In 

director Ridley Scott’s thought-provoking sci-fi drama 

Prometheus (planned as a prequel to the classic space drama 
Alien, it is now a stand-alone film), Charlize heads into space with 

Irish-German actor Michael Fassbender and Swedish actress 
Noomi Rapace (The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo). Shrouded in 
secrecy, the film reportedly asks intriguing questions about the 

meaning of life. Charlize plays Meredith Vickers, a powerful 
businesswoman in charge of a perilous mission on the 
spaceship Prometheus (named after the Titan who, in Greek 
mythology, stole fire from Zeus to give to the mortals) to discover 

the origins of mankind. Here she talks about the experience.

My character in Prometheus is a suit. She’s the machine that 
runs the machine and is in charge of sending Prometheus into 
space. It seems that it’s all about the economics of the mission 
for her. She runs a tight ship, but you can tell that she’s going  
to be a problem. She’s an enigma; your quintessential 
bureaucrat making it hard for everybody. Some of the 
characters are going up into space with a sense of faith; others 
are going up for scientific reasons. Meredith is not a scientist 

and she is not a believer. At first she comes across as cold, frigid 

and one-dimensional, then it’s slowly revealed that she might 
be there for alternative reasons. That’s all I can say!
 
Alien is amazing – it’s a film I love. I saw it when I was 17 and 
that was the first time I saw a woman [Sigourney Weaver] doing 

what only men did up to that point. She was one of the first to  
do an action movie. Every actress saw that film and went, 

‘Wow!’ That’s Ridley, he has a real understanding of the strength 
of women. Look at Thelma & Louise [his iconic film starring  
Susan Sarandon and Geena Davis].

My co-star Michael Fassbender is one of the funniest 
guys I’ve ever been around. I saw him in Shame, in which 
he plays a sex addict, and I didn’t stop thinking about that 
film for weeks. No disrespect to the people who were 

nominated for Oscars, but the fact that he wasn’t to me was 
utter b*******! I think he’s incredible. He’s so effortless that I 
want to punch him! It just seeps out of him. We instantly hit it 
off, and in many ways he was my saving grace on the film 

because you have to sit around a lot. It can become very 
tedious, but our dressing rooms were next to each other, so 
Michael was like my buddy next door, and Noomi was on the 
corner. We’d pass each other’s rooms and say, ‘What are 
you doing?’ We’d chat or listen to music. 

We wore very interesting versions of space gear. The 
costumes are great. I wear a suit at the beginning of the movie 
that’s insane. It’s like a mixture of a Third Reich uniform and a 
business suit: so militant yet so Wall Street. It’s like a piece of 
art, and every time I put it on, my posture would change.

I’m totally open to going up in space. Isn’t Richard 
Branson doing it? [She’s referring to Branson’s planned 

space tourism programme.] But I hear it’s expensive! You 

can go up for $200,000. I’m open to all of that stuff. I’m sure it 
would be scary, but hopefully I’d just be going to see what it 
looks like, so I’d be coming back. I wouldn’t miss anything 
here because I try to live in the present. 

It’s bizarre to me when people say, ‘You play unlikable 
characters, you’re so brave.’ That’s what’s real, humanity – 
that’s what’s out there. I don’t know why but society lives in 
this dream world where women are only two things: amazing 
mothers who never do anything wrong or prostitutes. That’s 
it. It’s the Madonna/whore complex – or it’s assumed that 
women can’t be as complicated or as conflicted as men. It’s 

not true. There are millions of women like Meredith [in 

Prometheus]. We just don’t acknowledge them. I don’t think 

anyone sits down with Robert De Niro and says, ‘You play 
strong guys.’ But in many ways, we do it to ourselves, we 
don’t want to acknowledge the truth of who we are.

People buy magazines and believe that’s what people 
on the covers look like. But it’s not what people look like, it’s 
not what I look like. When I go to an awards ceremony I have 
a make-up artist, a hairdresser, a manicurist, a person from 
Paris designing a dress for me, a stylist getting me jewellery 
from Switzerland. It’s the most bizarre experience and I can’t 
take credit for any of it.

I was raised in the country but I went to school in the city, 
so I’m comfortable in both. Growing up on a farm, you have a 
connection to the earth. You’re growing things. My mum had 
her own vegetable garden and everything was always very 
fresh, and I grew up loving vegetables because of that. 

I like England – it’s similar to South Africa. The British 
colonised us and we’re kind of like you guys. A lot of the 
customs are the same, like the Sunday roast. It’s not foreign 
to me. England isn’t home but I see the similarities.
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I wanted to be Daryl Hannah in Splash as a child, but dancing 
was my life. I danced in companies in South Africa, then for the 
Joffrey Ballet in New York. I studied at La Scala in Italy. I had to 
quit when I was told that if I continued I would have to get both of 
my knees replaced. I was living in New York at the time. I was 
really depressed and my mum said, ‘Stop wallowing. Figure it 
out. You like to tell stories, you like movies – try that.’ 

My Aids-prevention charity is a big priority for me. The 
number of people with HIV and Aids in South Africa is higher 
than anywhere else in the world. CTAOP is about educating 
children and young people about the virus and staying safe. 
There are a lot of taboos in rural Africa – it’s not acceptable to talk 
about safe sex. And a lot of people are dying because nobody’s 
focusing on prevention. Everyone that I’ve met since we started 
the programme in 2007 has inspired me. I’ve seen children ask 
brave questions in sex-education classes. Homosexuality is a 
huge taboo in Africa, so to hear a 16-year-old boy talk about 
being gay was something I’d never witnessed in South Africa.

Friends are people that you choose to share your life with. 

In many ways when you have deep friendships it’s sometimes 
more powerful than family. People come into your life for a 
certain amount of time, and I think that there’s something 
greedy about going through life thinking, this is for ever. I am 
very grateful for the time that I have with people, my friends or 
lovers, who come into my life.
 
Marriage is not for me. Until it’s equal for everybody, I don’t 
want to be a part of it. I grew up during apartheid and this feels 
similar. Why can heterosexual couples have the legal status of 
marriage and same-sex couples cannot? That is like having a 
white water fountain and a black water fountain. 

Life is miraculous, that’s why you should enjoy it, that’s why 
you should live it to its fullest. I don’t take any day for granted. I 
try to do things that matter and that are important to me.  
Prometheus will be in cinemas from Friday
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Clockwise from top 
left: in new sci-fi drama 
Prometheus; with 
her adopted son 
Jackson, and with her 
mother Gerda
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