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So w
hat persuaded G

am
e of Thrones star 

N
ATA

LIE D
O

R
M

ER
 to get laced back in for  

hotly anticipated new
 B

B
C

 dram
a Picnic at 

H
anging R

ock? She tells Elaine Lipw
orth how

 
being ‘profoundly bullied’ as a teenager gave 
her em

pathy for her m
ost com

plex role yet ±
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‘I w
ouldn’t go back to m

y teenage years 
for love nor m

oney,’ says N
atalie 

D
orm

er, erupting into a deep, throaty 
laugh. ‘You know

 the girls w
ho 

everybody thinks they w
ant to be –  

the ones w
ho are dating the sexy boys, like the 

captain of the football team
? I w

as now
here near 

them
. I w

as never an alpha girl and those girls 
terrified m

e…
they still do!’

N
atalie and I are chatting over tea in 

Southw
est L

ondon, close to the hom
e she shares 

w
ith her fiancé, Irish director A

nthony B
yrne. 

W
earing a stripy C

os top and M
other jeans,  

the 36-year-old G
am

e of Thrones star looks 
fantastic, having just returned from

 a relaxing  
trip to see her sister in B

righton. B
ut the 

glam
orous actress, w

hose notable roles range 
from

 A
nne B

oleyn in The Tudors to C
ressida in 

The H
unger G

am
es: M

ockingjay blockbusters, 
reveals that she had very little confidence grow

ing 
up. ‘I w

as incredibly geeky and had no sense of 
style. I cam

e out of m
y shell a bit w

hen I w
as 

doing m
y A

-levels and found dram
a, but I really 

didn’t get into m
y stride until I w

as pushing m
y 

late 20s,’ she says. 
She confides that she w

as ‘profoundly bullied 
at school’, and says the attacks took the form

 of 
‘m

eanness, nam
e-calling, having the things I 

cared about underm
ined as w

orthless or 
pretentious’. N

ever m
ind that N

atalie becam
e 

head girl and vice captain of the netball team
 – if 

anything those accom
plishm

ents counted against 
her in the eyes of the resident ‘m

ean girls’. A
nd as 

the actress points out, ‘T
he true cleverness of 

psychological bullying is that if you are asked to 
describe to a teacher w

hat som
eone has actually 

said or done, it looks like nothing at all.’
W

e are deep in discussion about the nature of 
adolescent angst and the horrors of bullying 
because it’s one of the them

es at the heart of 
N

atalie’s latest project, the spine-chilling T
V

 
m

iniseries Picnic at H
anging R

ock – about three 
girls at a finishing school w

ho m
ysteriously 

vanish, together w
ith their headm

istress, in the  
w

ilds of A
ustralia during a 

Valentine’s D
ay outing in 1900. A

 
reim

agining of the 1967 novel by 
Joan Lindsay, the story w

as 
originally told on screen in Peter 
W

eir’s classic 1975 film
 version. 

Picnic at H
anging R

ock is etched 
into the fabric of A

ustralian 
folklore to such an extent that 
m

any people believe the fictional 
disappearance of the girls 
actually took place. ‘T

he novel  
is revered. It’s like A

ustralia’s 

N
A
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N
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FA

ST 
Sm

oked salm
on and 

scram
bled eggs.

TH
REE W

O
RD

S TH
AT 

D
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RIBE YO
U

…
 G

in, tonic 
and lem

on. 
W

H
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O
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LD
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RPRISE 
PEO

PLE A
BO

U
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U
?  

I like ironing. 
PLA

N
 B

 If Tony Robinson 
w

ould let m
e take over  

as presenter of Tim
e Team

,  
I’d love that.  

W
H

AT M
A

K
ES YO

U
 LA

U
G

H
? 

M
y dog Indy, a Rhodesian 

ridgeback. A
t the beach in 

Brighton, w
here m

y sister 
lives, she sticks her nose in the 
sea. It’s just sheer pleasure and 
it m

akes you w
onder w

hy w
e 

can’t have sim
ple, visceral 

reactions to our surroundings.
W

H
ERE A

RE YO
U

 H
A

PPIEST? 
If I’m

 not on a film
 set, it’s 

w
alking Indy.

W
H

AT M
A

K
ES YO

U
 C

RY?
The list is far too long. I started 

crying the other day w
hen I 

listened to the G
renfell Tow

er 
testim

onies.
TREA

SU
RED

 PO
SSESSIO

N
 I’m

 
a hoarder. I have a hundred 
and one cham

pagne corks – 
and now

 I can’t rem
em

ber 
w

hich cork w
as from

  
w

hich celebration!
TEEN

 ID
O

L Tori A
m

os. W
hen I 

w
as a teenager going through 

those troubled years, she w
as 

m
y heroine. I w

as obsessed 
w

ith Little Earthquakes and 
U

nder the Pink. 
M

O
TTO

 Every gift a burden, 
every burden a gift.

Jane Eyre; it’s part of their national identity,’ she says.  
T

he series explores the ‘turbulent em
otional 

landscape of the girls’ w
orld’, says N

atalie, w
ho 

stars along w
ith a talented group of A

ustralian 
new

com
ers. ‘It looks at the hysteria a group of 

girls can create. W
e see them

 scream
ing as they 

com
e off the rock and can’t find their friends, and 

how
 they can w

ind each other up. T
he film

 also 
addresses the struggles they have m

oving into 
w

om
anhood, asking, “D

o I have pow
ers over 

m
en?” and “W

hat do I do w
ith these pow

ers?”’ 
T

hey are them
es that still resonate today. 

‘H
orm

ones don’t change. T
hat search for  

identity and the w
ondering “W

ho am
 I?” are as 

relevant in 2018 as they w
ere in 1900,’ says 

N
atalie. ‘N

ow, teenagers deal w
ith different 

anxieties, too, w
ith the advent of social m

edia. 
T

hey feel, “I’m
 m

eant to think like this or like 
that.”’ B

ut the m
essage w

ithin Picnic is universal: 
‘W

hatever people think or say of you, you’ve got 
to be true to yourself.’

N
atalie is m

agnetic as the unflinching and 
tyrannical headm

istress H
ester A

ppleyard, w
ho 

has arrived in A
ustralia from

 L
ondon w

ith the 
goal of reinventing herself. ‘She’s running from

 
her dem

ons [the series hints at 
an earlier abusive relationship] 
at a tim

e w
hen w

om
en had no 

autonom
y to do that,’ says 

N
atalie. Posing as an 

aristocratic w
idow, she opens a 

college for young w
om

en in a 
gothic m

ansion and becom
es 

fixated w
ith instilling purity and 

refinem
ent in her charges. 

‘T
here are flashbacks to the 

grim
y, rat-run streets of 

L
ondon,’ says N

atalie, deftly 

N
atalie as headm

istress M
rs A

ppleyard in the new
 B

B
C

 adaptation of Picnic at H
anging 

R
ock, above left, and playing M

argaery Tyrell in G
am

e of Thrones 
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sw
itching from

 w
ell-spoken E

nglish to broad 
cockney as she describes M

rs A
ppleyard’s m

urky 
past. ‘She’s not the class that she’s pretending to 
be – she’s very m

uch a w
orking-class girl.’

G
iven the rich com

plexities of the part, it’s 
interesting that N

atalie alm
ost turned dow

n the 
role because she w

as w
ary of getting typecast. ‘I 

w
as suspicious about putting on a corset again so 

soon after leaving G
am

e of Thrones. I sw
ore I 

w
ould never w

ear one again!’ She had a dram
atic 

change of heart, how
ever, after receiving a 

‘beautiful letter’ from
 the director, Larysa 

K
ondracki, convincing her that the series w

ould 
be ‘bold and different, a stylised m

ash-up of 
gothic horror w

ith rom
ance and com

edy’. 
A

nother draw
: ‘I’d never been to A

ustralia 
before.’ H

ighlights of the shoot included ‘film
ing in 

the M
acedon region near M

elbourne, at the 
legendary H

anging R
ock itself. It’s a stunning 

volcanic rock form
ation that com

es out of 
now

here and has been sacred to A
boriginal 

com
m

unities for m
illennia,’ she says. A

lso 
intriguing w

as the supernatural elem
ent of the 

dram
a, w

hich ‘com
es straight from

 Joan Lindsay’s 
novel’. T

he author ‘didn’t w
ear w

atches because 
they stopped on her – there w

as som
ething of the 

w
hite w

itch about her’. She w
as ‘obsessed w

ith 
the idea that tim

e is non-linear and just a 
construct w

e hum
ans have created,’ says N

atalie. 
‘She believed that energy can go round in circles.’

U
nlike Peter W

eir’s film
, w

hich depicted  
M

rs A
ppleyard as a battleaxe, N

atalie portrays  
a nuanced tyrant. ‘T

he appeal w
as fleshing her 

out. M
onsters rarely think they are m

onsters – 
and she’s not a psychopath, she is dam

aged  
goods. D

eep dow
n, bullies are the m

ost insecure 
people; their problem

s alw
ays lie w

ithin 
them

selves. T
hat’s w

hat I w
as told w

hen I w
as ±
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bullied at school and I never really understood 
it until I w

as an adult because it w
as so hard for 

m
e,’ says N

atalie, w
ho w

orks w
ith E

sther 
R

antzen’s charity C
hildline. ‘H

ester A
ppleyard 

could have done w
ith therapy because she is the 

least em
otionally self-aw

are w
om

an I’ve ever 
played.’ (N

atalie has had therapy herself and is a 
strong believer in the benefits of counselling – ‘I 
think it is very healthy’.) 

R
aised in R

eading by her m
other C

laire and 
stepfather G

ary, a builder, N
atalie is close to her 

younger siblings, w
ho are in their 20s: M

ark is a 
‘second offi

cer on a big m
illionaire’s yacht – I can’t 

tell you w
ho’ – and Sam

antha is a ‘m
idw

ife – so I’ve 
already got her lined up’, says N

atalie. ‘Just not yet,’ 
she throw

s in, before I get the chance to ask about 
her plans to start a fam

ily. E
ngaged to A

nthony 
since 2011 (they m

et m
ore than a decade ago), she 

w
on’t say w

hen they plan to w
alk dow

n the aisle.
A

t school, N
atalie could often be found in the 

library: ‘I loved history and E
nglish.’ O

ffered a 
place to read history at C

am
bridge, she just 

m
issed the required grades in her A

-levels.  
‘O

f course it w
as terrible, because I had been 

academ
ic and that is w

here I had found m
y  

self-w
orth.’ Instead, she attended the W

ebber 
D

ouglas A
cadem

y of D
ram

atic A
rt in L

ondon. 
‘W

as it fate? W
ell, I do believe that you m

ay have 
a diffi

cult or upsetting experience and, at the tim
e, 

you can’t understand w
hat the benefit of it is. B

ut 
further dow

n the line you can face the pain and 
harness the lessons that you learned. N

ow, in m
y 

30s, I think that there are cards you are dealt in 
life and it’s how

 you play them
 that m

atters.’ She 
has learnt to be philosophical. T

here have been 
tim

es w
hen she has been invited to m

eetings w
ith 

directors she adm
ires, ‘then I haven’t got the job. 

I’ve cried and thought, “O
h m

y G
od, I’m

 never 
going to do the kind of w

ork I w
ant to do,” but 

later dow
n the line our paths have crossed again.’

E
arly on in her career, N

atalie also learned not 
to get com

placent. ‘A
fter m

y first film
, C

asanova 
w

ith H
eath L

edger and Jerem
y Irons, I w

as 
unem

ployed for ten m
onths. It w

as one of m
y 

biggest lessons.’
It m

eans she doesn’t take anything for granted, 
certainly not her life-changing role as the 
am

bitious M
argaery T

yrell in G
am

e of Thrones. 
A

ccounting for the show
’s phenom

enal success, 
N

atalie credits ‘the great w
riting. T

here are so 
m

any characters you can latch on to.’ T
here’s also 

the fact that, w
hile the series is fantastical, ‘it 

reflects the pow
er plays of the real w

orld’. T
here 

are no regrets that her character, the Q
ueen of 

W
esteros, w

as killed off tw
o years ago (like so 

m
any others in the long-running dram

a). ‘Five 
years w

as the perfect tim
e [to play her] and now

 I 

get the best of both w
orlds because I can w

atch 
it on m

y sofa and get a kick out of it, going: 
“O

h m
y G

od…
they’ve done w

hat?” 
‘R

eleasing m
e m

eant I could return to the 
stage,’ says N

atalie, w
ho trium

phed last year  
in the W

est E
nd production of D

avid Ives’s 
dark com

edy Venus in Fur. She w
as also free  

to film
 a long-term

 passion project, In 
D

arkness, a psychological thriller she w
rote 

w
ith A

nthony. Set in L
ondon, the film

 stars 
N

atalie as Sofia, a blind pianist w
ho becom

es 
entangled in the crim

inal underw
orld and 

R
ussian m

afia after overhearing a m
urder in 

the flat above her. W
riting w

ith A
nthony w

as 
challenging, she adm

its, ‘because couples say 
terrible things to each other that you w

ould 
never say to your best friend. W

e learned very 
quickly that w

e couldn’t w
rite in the sam

e 
room

. D
oors got slam

m
ed at various points 

and I w
ouldn’t necessarily rush into w

riting 
w

ith A
nthony again, but I have huge respect 

for him
.’ O

n the set, it w
as a different story.  

‘H
e pulls out the best in m

e as an actress.  
W

e w
ere sim

patico and it w
as beautiful.’ 

A
s Sofia, N

atalie learned how
 to navigate 

L
ondon w

ithout her sight by w
orking w

ith  
the R

oyal N
ational Institute of B

lind People 
(R

N
IB

). ‘You’re never going to fully appreciate 
w

hat it’s like because you have the safety  
net there – your eyes – but I have to do a 
m

assive shout out to the R
N

IB
 because  

they gave m
e m

y cane lessons and show
ed  

m
e how

 to w
alk up and dow

n the street and 
navigate around m

y ow
n house. You realise  

you know
 a lot just by m

em
ory and sound.’

M
aking the film

 has given her a new
 

of a couple [w
ith Laurence O

livier] as opposed 
to the individual she w

as. V
ivien L

eigh w
as a 

trailblazer as an actress in her cam
era 

technique, but she w
as also a very troubled 

w
om

an w
ith a m

ental illness that she fought 
heavily. I think her story needs to be told. 
People know

 the broad brush strokes – G
one 

w
ith the W

ind, her beauty – but they’ve 
com

pletely m
issed her hum

anity and strength.’ 
B

oth are qualities the actresses share. 
B

efore w
e part, I ask N

atalie about the 
distinctive tattoo on her left arm

 w
hich reads 

‘Fear is the m
ind-killer’. ‘It’s a line from

 Frank 
H

erbert’s novel D
une,’ she says. ‘People say, 

“N
atalie D

orm
er likes to play strong w

om
en”;  

I say, “I like to play com
plex w

om
en w

ho are 
terrified but courageous, they’re pushing 
through the fear.”’

W
hich is exactly w

hat N
atalie has alw

ays 
done herself. N

ow
 em

barking on an exciting 
new

 chapter, ‘the producing and w
riting m

ean 
flexing m

y m
uscles on the other side of the 

cam
era’. N

ot that she’ll be giving up her day 
job: ‘I w

ill alw
ays be a gun for hire because 

acting is m
y passion,’ she 

says. ‘B
ut I like the 

storytelling role; having a bit 
m

ore control of m
y destiny,’ 

w
hich, as she says, ‘is w

hat 
w

e all w
ant as w

om
en’.

O
 Picnic at H

anging R
ock w

ill 
start on B

B
C

 T
w

o on 11 July;  
In D

arkness w
ill be on DV

D
 

and D
igital from

 9 July and in 
selected cinem

as from
 6 July

From
 left: w

ith Jonathan R
hys M

eyers in 
The Tudors; her acclaim

ed stage role in 
Venus in Fur; N

atalie and her fiancé, Irish 
director and w

riter A
nthony Byrne

appreciation of life: ‘You get your priorities 
straight. A

s I’ve got older I’ve got better at 
understanding that you need quality of life  
as w

ell as w
ork.’ For her relationship, that 

m
eans ‘boxing off tim

e to see each other  
and being a bit disciplined about it. It’s  
tough, as an actor – you find yourself being 
flow

n to far corners of the earth – but that’s 
w

here technology is the saviour. T
hank G

od  
for W

hatsA
pp and FaceT

im
e! A

nd you know
 

w
hat they say: absence m

akes the heart  
grow

 fonder.’
N

atalie em
phasises the im

portance of 
staying calm

 and finding equilibrium
. A

  
long-tim

e yoga enthusiast, she is a dedicated 
runner and has taken part in the L

ondon 
M

arathon tw
ice. ‘R

unning is a physical 
discipline and a m

ental m
editation. It lifts the 

endorphins and balances the m
ind.’ A

nd she is 
an advocate of m

editation: ‘A
nthony and I took 

a course in T
ranscendental M

editation. If I’m
 

particularly busy or on a long-haul flight, it’s 
how

 I bring m
yself back dow

n.’
V

ery m
uch her ow

n w
om

an, N
atalie  

has little in com
m

on w
ith 

the one she w
ill be 

portraying in her next role, 
G

one w
ith the W

ind star 
V

ivien L
eigh. She bought 

the rights to a biography of 
the screen legend and is 
producing a m

iniseries 
about her life. B

ut she has a 
deep em

pathy for the screen 
icon. ‘For too long she has 
been defined as being part 
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