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Charlie Sandlan (00:03):
It's not easy to roll the dice on yourself. To place a bet that says, you know what? I think I have something of value to contribute into the world. I have a voice that needs to be heard. I have something to say. And honestly, I think I should be paid to say it. That's going to require you to make some big decisions, my friends. To really jump off the cliff. You might have to pack up your bags, move across the country, move to a different country, put yourself deeply in debt in order to learn how to do what it is you want to do. Shitty survival jobs, years of just backbreaking, heartbreak, rejection.
Charlie Sandlan (00:45):
And there might come a point where you say, you know what? I'm not going to do this. But today we're going to talk to my former students, Suzanne Heathcote. Now she rolled the dice. She packed up her bags, moved from London to New York City, a classically trained actress, but she knew she needed something more. How does she go from sitting in a classroom in New York City to becoming the season three show runner of Killing Eve, one of the best shows on television. Let's talk to her and find out. Shall we? Put the phone back in your pocket, Creating Behavior starts now. (singing).
Charlie Sandlan (01:46):
Well, hello, my fellow daydreamers. Rolling the dice on yourself, placing a bet, man, I'll tell you, scary as hell, isn't it? I know that most of you that are listening to this, that's what you're doing. I doubt you'd be listening to me if you weren't. Packing up, moving to a different city, starting from scratch, going into debt, scratch out. Just shitty survival jobs, dealing with rejection, years pass by, and you're saying yourself, God, man, what's going to happen here? How's it going to shift for me? It's scary as hell. I'm 50 years old. I'm rolling the dice on myself again. I had to pack up my entire studio, break my lease, put everything I own in storage, teach out of my office at home. And then of course the time comes, the dice are in your hand, what are you going to do?
Charlie Sandlan (02:42):
So, here I am, getting ready to relaunch the studio, new physical space in the fall. Scary, that I can tell you. But when you got a dream, when you've got a life's purpose, there's no other option. And so that's why I'm really excited to share with you my interview and my talk with Suzanne. She came to the Maggie Flanigan Studio, God, I don't know, 10 years ago. Came all the way from London. What I remember about Suzanne is how fucking funny she was. She was incredibly talented. You could see it. She had instincts. I knew she was a writer. That she had written some plays, but she wanted to deepen her emotional accessibility. She'll talk about that here.
Charlie Sandlan (03:35):
But man, she had some really tough stretches, but she's got tenacity. She's got grit. She kicked down as many doors as she could. And now she just finished her season three as show runner for one of the best shows on TV, Killing Eve. She's got a writing and developing deal now with AMC and she's working at the top of the profession. So how did she do it? How did she work through those early years of struggle, of trying to find a door that's unlocked?
Charlie Sandlan (04:23):
Well, she's opened a few, I'd say, and she learned a hell of a lot. She's got so much to share with you guys. She's seen thousands of auditions. She's going to talk about what she's taken away from that process. And hopefully you guys will find some inspiration from her. Anything is possible if you have a vision, a goal that you set for yourself and then you pursue it with relentless tenacity. At the top, I was asking her about her time at the studio. How does a well-trained classically trained actress living in London, hop on a plane, come to New York City to learn the Meisner technique? And this is how we started our conversation. Suzanne Heathcote everybody.
Suzanne Heathcote (05:21):
I look back at that time at the studio actually. It was such a significant period for me. I mean, I just moved to New York. I just moved to the States from London on my own, which everyone told me was crazy at the time. And I couldn't understand why until I got there. And then I was like, oh, this is really hard, actually, moving to a city where you don't really know many people. But I was so excited to be at the studio and I'm still very good friends with people who were in my class in my year. And it really did. It changed my life being there. It was such an intense period for me. I'd studied acting in England, very classically British training when I left school. And I had never really learned to emotionally tap in.
Suzanne Heathcote (06:09):
So technically I felt like, oh, I knew how to project and all those sorts of things. And the sort of stagecraft of it, I was relatively competent with. And so I started at the studio with this false sense of security thinking, well, yeah, I mean, I've acted before. I know what I'm doing. I just want some tips. I just want some advice on how to improve what I already know. And I felt so out of my debt from the beginning, because emotionally I was very British, I suppose, in that sense, that it was very untapped. And I talk about that time to my actor friends in Britain, people I started with here. And I say to them that I feel that Meisner is such a necessary technique. And it's so necessary, I feel, to learn it. It just gave an extra depth of understanding to me in terms of the behavior that you're creating.
Suzanne Heathcote (07:13):
And then that really informed my writing. In terms of writing character, it only deepened what I was already doing. I was already writing plays at that point, but yeah, it had a huge influence on my writing, certainly. I look back now and I realized that when I was in England and when I was acting, I was acting from the neck up as it were. It was very proficient and I could do the voices. And as I say, I could be heard in the backseat. I could do all of that stuff. I could remember my blocking. I was a technically sound actor. It was like painting the walls before really making sure the brick work was there. It looked good on the surface, but actually it lacked a depth, not always, but it was very inconsistent.
Suzanne Heathcote (08:08):
And I found the work at the studio so hard, which was such a shock to me, because I didn't think I would find it hard. I don't know what I thought it would be. I was so unprepared, looking back probably in the best way, but I didn't know anything. In the UK, the Meisner Technique isn't known. I didn't know repetition. I mean, I couldn't have been more of a novice and I felt like I was 10 steps behind everyone else. And the first year, particularly, it was just, oh God, I remember walking the streets after class, just racking my brain, trying to think of exercises. It consumed me. It was really hard, but in the best possible way. It definitely made me a better actor.
Charlie Sandlan (08:58):
Well, it's interesting because you've spent the last eight years behind the scenes and writing. How did your writing change after the Meisner work? Previous circumstance and acting relationship and objective and the moment to moment work and cause and effect, how did it change your approach to writing?
Suzanne Heathcote (09:19):
Well, it's so interesting. Actually, I've just finished a pilot funnily enough. And I was writing a scene and I just find myself sitting there. I kind of done several types of this scene and the dialogues, funny enough, I think. The character sound okay. But I was going round and round in circles and I had to stop myself and say, "Okay, what is the scene about?" I have my protagonist here. On the surface, it's about her bumping into someone she knew from school. Fine, but actually, what is happening to this character in this scene? And I really have to think about that. And if I'm like, well, nothing, it's just a funny moment, the scene has to go. It doesn't earn its place in that script. It has to be doing something to that character for it to really earn its place.
Suzanne Heathcote (10:10):
Now, average Joe will watch TV and they won't say, well, this scene is really about her feeling that her journey since childhood hasn't been ... Or that she's feeling inadequate or she's feeling guilty or remorse or any of those things, I just watch it. And they maybe think it's a funny scene about someone who's bumped into someone from high school, but I have to earn it in that sense. And I think all of my acting training has definitely led into me thinking in those ways and really that the dialogue that it's saying so much more than what is being said. And I really try and think in those terms as I'm writing.
Charlie Sandlan (10:51):
Is there a moment where you say to yourself, this was the break? This was the moment that opportunity and preparation met?
Suzanne Heathcote (10:58):
Yeah, there was a moment actually. I mean, it's always incremental. In every career, everyone speaks of sort of, if you're an actress, maybe that suddenly everyone knows who you are, but there have been hundreds incremental moments that lead to that, even though to the public it may seem like one. One was, I was still living in New York. Like everyone, I felt like at that time, I had like five jobs and was really struggling to make rent. I was teaching in a community college and I was a personal assistant for someone. I mean, you name it, I was doing. I was running all over town and I was trying to write in the evenings.
Suzanne Heathcote (11:38):
I just woke up and I realized I was in my thirties and had no health insurance. And I was living in a tiny apartment in Brooklyn, sharing my space. I was just like, this isn't sustainable. And one's going to come in and save me. No one's going to wave a magic wand then suddenly everything's fixed. And the debt I owe my credit card is gone and all those things. So I just thought, okay, I want to stay in America. I love America. And I feel, it's kind of going to sound very hippy deeper here, but I feel America's my spiritual home. So I was like, I want to stay here. How am I going to make this work? And I knew for me as a writer at that moment, I needed to be in LA. I needed to write for TV. I thought if every single of my plays gets produced this year, I'm still not going to earn enough money. It's just not enough money-
Charlie Sandlan (12:30):
No, there's no money in theater.
Suzanne Heathcote (12:32):
So was like, I have to write for the screen, which I've wanted for super long time anyway. So I wrote a list of everyone I knew who knew someone in LA. I mean, anyone. And I put it up above my laptop and I'm very British about this stuff. I hate calling in favors. No one wants to write those emails, but I just thought, this is the moment where I'm going to try and cash in every chip I've got. So I wrote emails to everyone I knew. And I said as politely as I could, I'm going to LA. I was going to stay in a friend's apartment. He was traveling around South America. So he said give me a hundred bucks, she'd stay in my apartment for 10 days. I put the flight on a credit card and I was like, I'm just going to go out for 10 days. I'm just going to have every meeting I can try and have.
Suzanne Heathcote (13:18):
In that there was a very good friend of mine, Mike LaVoy. He said to me, "I got a friend who I went to college with who's like an assistant of someone at ICM or like an assistant of an assistant of someone." He said, "I don't even know what department he's in, but if you want, I can email him." And I said, "That would be amazing." I got an email from this guy, Ryan, who actually I know now, and he's very successful, but yeah, he was an assistant at the time, I believe.
Suzanne Heathcote (13:49):
And he called me and he said, "Hey, Mike put us in touch and I'm happy to have coffee with you when you're here. Can I just ask, do you have a show reel as an actor?" And I said, "No, all the work, I did in London was in theater. I don't have a show reel." He said, "Okay. Do you have any screenplays or pilots?" I said, "No, everything I've written is for theater." He said, "Okay, I'm just going to lay it there, no one's going to sign you. I just would hate for you to come out here with the wrong expectations."
Charlie Sandlan (14:21):
That's a harsh bit of advice to get.
Suzanne Heathcote (14:23):
I was like, "Okay." I said, "That's fine. I totally understand." He said, "But I'm happy to meet you, have coffee." I said, "Sure. And I said on the phone, "I think, look, I appreciate my theater credits. They probably get a bit lost in translation. I have good theater credits from London, just so you know. I'm just kind of bolstering myself up as best I could, but I said, but I do understand, but it'd be great just to chat for half an or something." So I flew over, he was my first meeting. I had a few bunch of meetings kind of set up very loosely. He emailed me as I landed and said, "I'm actually going to pull a British guy into the meeting as well, because I just thought, why not? So if you want to meet him, this guy called Matt, he's in the talent department." I was like, "Great."
Suzanne Heathcote (15:11):
Matt and I absolutely hit it off. And we just started chatting and I said, "Well, I've been writing for a long time. I'm a playwright." And he said, "Can I read something?" And I said, "I've only got plays." He said, "That's fine. That's fine. Just send me anything you want." So I went back to my apartment that night and I sent three plays and I said, "Look, I don't expect you to read all three, obviously. Here's a log line for each of them. Just pick one you want to read, because I couldn't decide what to send in."
Suzanne Heathcote (15:41):
I went for dinner that evening. And I went to bed, woke up and I'd had an email at like two in the morning. And he said, "I've just read all three. Can I send this to someone in New York?" I said, "Sure." And the next thing I knew, I was getting phone calls from my agent in the UK. I had a lead agent in the UK and they were like, "ICM want to roll out the red carpet. They want to sign you. They want to rep you, acting, writing dah, dah, dah." And I was like, "Oh my God." It instantly blew up in that sense, New York are calling. So I flew back to New York, had this huge meeting in this boardroom at ICM. It was like five of them there. And Matt was videoing in from LA. They were just like, really, we just want to rep you. We want to do this.
Charlie Sandlan (16:22):
All from the three plays that you sent him?
Suzanne Heathcote (16:23):
Yeah. From the coffee with the guy who said I'd never get signed. So that was definitely a moment where I just felt very legitimized. I mean, of course it then takes two years for anything to actually ... You think, my life is going to change. I've just signed with ICM. Everything's still slow going. But that for me was a huge moment. And actually just in my personal life, in terms of my family, I know that some of my family were concerned about me being in New York. I'd had some health issues in the past and they would just say, "What are you doing? I mean, this isn't going anywhere." Once I signed with ICM and was signed on all fronts, it legitimized what I was doing to them as well. They're not in the business, my family, or most of them aren't. I've got a brother who's an editor who always kind of understood, but yeah, it was validating, the whole experience of having moved out there in that moment.
Charlie Sandlan (17:12):
So did you move out there after getting signed?
Suzanne Heathcote (17:16):
Yeah. But it was about a year after that, I told them right up front, I said, I want to move to LA. As I said, I have a brother who's an editor and I'd always loved screen and wanted to work in TV and film, which actually leads, funny enough, to the second turning point. There are probably two major turning points. And the second was, I'd been with ICM, I don't know, a year and a half, two years maybe. I really wanted to get things moving with my TV career, writing for TV. I didn't feel like I was getting that many meetings, just things just weren't really moving. And I kept going out there and spending chunks of time out there and then nothing was really happening. And that summer I got two play writing residencies back to back. One was at SPACE on Ryder Farm. I don't know if you know that. It's upstate New York.
Charlie Sandlan (18:02):
Yeah. Emily Simoness.
Suzanne Heathcote (18:04):
Yes. Who is one of my favorite people on the planet.
Charlie Sandlan (18:08):
It's a beautiful space. Everything she's created there is stunning and idyllic and beautiful.
Suzanne Heathcote (18:15):
It's just amazing. And I feel I owe a huge debt to SPACE really because ... So I was on what they call the working farm. So I was up there for like six weeks that summer. The whole point of the residency was that I was writing a play. When I submitted my application, it was for playwriting. So I arrived and I thought, I really want to be writing a spec script for TV. I got to get this career going. I still have no money. I still have to work five jobs. Like my life hadn't changed materially. But I'm on this residency. My room and board is paid for, and I need to be writing a play. That's why I'm here, so I have to honor that.
Suzanne Heathcote (18:53):
The last thing I felt I needed was another play to sit in a drawer and remain unproduced. But I was like, well, that's what I'm here to do. I had for the first time in my life, real time to take walks and really think about what I wanted to write. And it was a difficult writing period for me. And every day I opened my notebook and I was like, okay, what is this play about? And I felt like I was just starting that conversation with myself every day, weeks and weeks. And then finally in my final stint there, something clicked into place and the play kind of came together and I actually wrote it very quickly and it had a reading, playwrights horizons through SPACE.
Suzanne Heathcote (19:34):
And I saw my theater agent there. She came to the reading and the reading had gone well. And she said, do you want me to send this out? And I said, sure. I mean, I could do more work on it, but to be honest, it's going to take everyone a year to read the thing anyway. So just get it out there. And I flew back to LA and it was, I think the next day she called me and she said, this is really bizarre, but someone has read the play already in Los Angeles. And he's actually a really well known writer, playwright, TV writer called Roland Jones, who's starting up a theater company, and he wants to produce it. I was like, "What?" I mean in theater this never happened.
Charlie Sandlan (20:17):
Never. Not that fast.
Suzanne Heathcote (20:18):
I didn't know if he even read the thing. And he's in LA. I mean, the whole thing was bizarre. He wants to meet you and just talk to you about it. So we got in touch and he emailed me and I went and met him. We went for dinner. I was so hungry. I was so poor. I'd given up my sublet in New York. I was staying in someone's apartment in LA. I mean, I was like homeless at that moment. And we met and he's now a very good friend of mine. Born and raised LA. So he likes anyone who likes LA. He said, "What are you doing here? You want to write TV?" And I said, "Yeah." And he said, this play will get you every TV job you want.
Suzanne Heathcote (20:57):
And he sent it to loads of people. He's very influential. And then my agents got it, my TV agents. And they said, "Oh, this is your sample." And that play has got me every single job I've had on TV. I mean, it proved to me that you kind of have your own version of how you think things should go. And then there's what is presented to you in life. And kind of, if you just go with the opportunities that are thrown at you, I was given a play writing residency that I didn't think was going to yield me anything. And it ended up completely changing my TV career. I got a call from my manager in LA. I just finished a job, finished a job in New York. And she called me in LA and said, "We've just had from BBC America, they're looking for someone for season three and would you be interested?"
Suzanne Heathcote (21:53):
And I was like, "Of course." It's like, yeah. I really didn't know any more than that. I just went in for general meeting that went well. Phoebe wasn't there. I didn't meet Phoebe until after I'd been hired actually. We were in touch with each other and obviously knew each other evolved. And so we then met up once I got to London and she was a huge help and a great support, I have to say. It's a tough gig, Killing Eve. It's hard. It's a very hard show in as much as it's sort of very specific characters. You're trying to keep it new and yet reinvented at the same time. There are difficult parameters around it. And they know that. I mean, they said that even when I went and met with them.
Suzanne Heathcote (22:44):
And really your job, I felt, when you're taking on a show that's been established through other writers prior to you, for me, the job wasn't about making it my season in as much as it was about honoring what was there and trying to take it to new places while maintaining the rules of the world. Third season, that's tough. I wrote on a zombie show, Fear the Walking Dead, which is the spinoff to the Walking Dead. Again, I was in for the third season and it's hard. We'd all sit around and we were like, "How do you keep this the same and keep the rules of the world and yet find new things to do?" And I was very much hired for that job as a sort of character writer. They wanted people to really imbue the characters and add some depth to the characters. I mean, when it's life or death like that all the time, you're like, "How do you really find the moments where you can add the nuance to those characters and what they're feeling and keep it fresh?" It's always a challenge.
Charlie Sandlan (23:54):
I know that a show runner is different in America than it is in England. You don't have total control. It's not like this is your baby. And there's a lot of other voices that you've got to listen to. So what's it like to be the head writer, but yet not have total control over how it goes?
Suzanne Heathcote (24:14):
I mean, with Killing Eve, the production company and everyone around it, it's such a well-oiled machine. And because it had run for two seasons very successfully, I didn't want to go in there and kind of roll up my sleeves and reinvent the wheel in that sense. For the most part, I was very happy that production was doing its thing and I wasn't running it in the way that I would have done had it been an American production. The writer isn't in the edit in the UK. I give notes, I give extensive notes, but I'm not in the room. It's more like film, the director is there.
Suzanne Heathcote (24:52):
Whereas in the U.S., if you have a different director of an episode, they'll be in the edit for maybe four days, and then the show runner steps in, and they're the ones there with the editor working on it for the next two weeks, or however long to get the episode, you get final cut in that sense. But in the UK, the director is in the edit for weeks and weeks. It's just a different model. We had great directors. I've been very fortunate in that sense as a writer. And certainly if it was my show and I'd created it, the American model where you're in the edit in person, it's just a different level of control. It is just a different level of control.
Charlie Sandlan (25:34):
I think it's the best written season. I think it's the most interesting. I think it's the most nuanced. I think it's the most interesting. I think it's the funniest, which doesn't surprise me because I just always remembered you just being a very, very funny actor with a really good sense of humor. And I just thought it popped up a lot. The season that takes place when she goes home, there were so many just little things that were just so interesting to me. Who thinks of a gnome or a fan for a prize, for throwing cowpies. Are these all your ideas and just your sense of humor? You're just like, oh, that's fucking interesting.
Suzanne Heathcote (26:17):
In those instances, I mean, I have to give credit where it's due. Shannon Murphy, who directed that particular episode, episode five, she came to me and she was like ... Actually the fan idea, I think she'd seen something. So the fair that they go to, the Russian fair that they have, there's a YouTube video of almost identical fair taking place in Russia. I mean, everything from like the guys dressing up as women and racing. The cow dung throwing and all of that, it's all in there.
Suzanne Heathcote (26:51):
So I showed that to the director and I was like, this is what I based it on. This is it. And she then watched some other stuff. And she said, Oh my God, I've seen this thing. And she said, I really think we should do the prizes. Like really random, like electrical goods. So that came from her. I mean, as soon as I heard it, I was like, that's amazing. A lot of the visual moments came from Shannon. Those like very small nuanced moments. She was absolutely brilliant and really took that episode and put it on another level, I felt. And I was really allowed to do, I have to say, so gentle, the production company. That was an episode where I was really allowed to do my own thing, because it was outside the realm of the show.
Charlie Sandlan (27:33):
It was the best episode of the season by far. The most interesting. It was such a complicated relationship with her and her mother. I just thought it was so deep. It was so complicated. And to catch all of that in what? Maybe 10 minutes of screen time, total, between the two of them, I thought it was amazing because you really caught just a very deeply traumatized relationship.
Suzanne Heathcote (27:58):
Yeah, I was really interested in us seeing the source of the damage. And of course it begs the question in a nature nurture. I thought it was equally important as to Jodie, I have to say, that we didn't answer that question and that we didn't reveal too much, because you want my character to maintain mystery. And the concern was when I said, I really want to do a bottle episode where we go back and meet Villanelle's family, what's remaining of it. The concern, and a justified concern was that we don't want to peak too far behind the curtain because she's so ethereal and mysterious as a character, and you really don't want to lose that. I don't know if you have the saying in the States, see how the sausage is made?
Charlie Sandlan (28:48):
Oh, yeah. Of course.
Suzanne Heathcote (28:49):
Yeah. Yeah. And so it's just, you don't want to make it too every day, because it takes everything away from that character. So it was finding that line between revealing what was necessary and the oddities of it. I wanted it to be, and again, I felt Shannon was the perfect director for this because I wanted it to be odd. The feeling of it, the family set up, the dynamic, the Elton John scene. When I wrote that they all sang this Elton John song, I was like, I know this is bonkers. I was just so lucky in Shannon that she read it and totally understood what that needed to be. And the Elton John gave us the song, which no one thought he would.
Charlie Sandlan (29:36):
I think it was my favorite scene of the entire series to date. You know what it reminded me of? An independent activity with an acting idea and everybody just playing full out with themselves. It was such a non-sequitur. It really had nothing to do with anything. It was just like a window into Russian life. I mean, of course, why not be fanatic about Elton John?
Suzanne Heathcote (30:01):
Yeah. Well, that was so funny because when I wrote the character of Boris, I really wanted him to have something Western that he was obsessed with. I wanted one of her half-brothers to be someone she could really relate to who was kind of an oddity. I thought, yeah, this kid. I don't know why I thought Elton John. Like it'd be really interesting. There was just something about it. I have no idea where it came from.
Suzanne Heathcote (30:26):
And so I wrote it in and the producers really responded to it and they said, "Oh yeah, we love the Elton John stuff. Keep at it." So I went with it. And then I was researching, just for some dialogue actually, where he's trying to figure out where Villanelle has been versus where Elton John had been on tour. And I was looking at where has Elton John been on tour actually. I looked at it. And it was only then I discovered he was the first Western artist to tour, post-Cold War, to tour Russia. So he is actually huge in Russia. He's beloved in Russia. I had no idea. So it then just made total sense that actually he would be this Elton John fanatic. So yeah, it was just odd how that worked out.
Charlie Sandlan (31:08):
How did you write it?
Suzanne Heathcote (31:12):
So I had them playing. It was like the murder mystery game they're playing. I think I wrote that someone started like beating out a rhythm on the table with their hands. Initially it sounds quite traditional. You assume it's going to be like a Russian song that they all start singing. And then Boris appears and he hits play on his phone or whatever it is or whatever technology they were going to have and start singing this Elton John song and that they all joined in and stand up and just start singing it. And I think I even wrote like some of the lyrics in, as I then described what Villanelle was doing in the meantime.
Suzanne Heathcote (31:51):
I think I even wrote that she's about to start singing and then it cuts. I mean, Shannon directed that so brilliantly, that final moment. But yeah, I was pretty specific about, I'm quite controlling as a writer, I think because my brother's an editor, I'll write the jump cuts. I'll write like, inhales to speak, cut two. I'll often write that in because it's just the way I see the storytelling.
Charlie Sandlan (32:17):
So you're living it out in your imagination?
Suzanne Heathcote (32:21):
Totally. I'm visualizing every moment. And I often, if I'm writing something new, I'll try and think of an actor for the part. Alive or dead, it could be Maggie Smith when she was 20. I mean, it doesn't have to be someone I'm literally going to cast, but it will help me when I'm imagining that character, I then somehow hear what they're saying better.
Charlie Sandlan (32:54):
Well, when you started conceding Dasha, did you have Harriet Walter in mind?
Suzanne Heathcote (32:54):
I don't know if I'd have ever even dreamt we'd have got her actually, initially, but once Harriet was on board, then yes. I mean, obviously. I mean, that's the joy of writing for TV once it's cast is that you know exactly who you're writing for and you can have that relationship with the actor.
Charlie Sandlan (33:11):
The most interesting character I thought in season three, the best work I've ever seen her do, it was such a departure from the classy styled, prim and proper, shit that she usually does. It was an incredible piece of character acting.
Suzanne Heathcote (33:30):
Yeah. She's absolutely amazing. And really embraced it. I mean, she's such a consumer pro in every sense. She's everything you would imagine her to be. And yeah, I think, just really had fun with it. She's not normally cast in that type of character. And so I think she really had fun just being able to be this crazy. I mean, that character was like when I had my first meetings at BBC America and AMC, I pitched that character very early on. I was like, I want this older woman who has trained Villanelle. Yeah. So to have someone that talented then inhabit the part, that's what you dream of really.
Charlie Sandlan (34:25):
Yeah. Absolutely. Do you do a Google search, murders?
Suzanne Heathcote (34:30):
We had a psychiatrist and we would speak to people, but actually the thing I really found was you can't broad stroke anyone. Even if they have a disorder. If someone's a psychopath, you can't just say, oh, well, a psychopath would do X. It's like saying, well, a redhead would do X. Or someone with blue eyes would do Y. It's like, well, no. And so if ever the question was posed to what would a psychopath do? I would say, no, that's not the question. The question is, what would this psychopath do? It's specific to this particular human and this disorder is specific to this human as well. And you have to think of it in that way. You can't broad stroke it. Tony Soprano is a psychopath. I mean, the fact that he can kill all those people, and yet he is different from Villanelle as different could be. You cannot broad stroke it in that way.
Charlie Sandlan (35:28):
Did you know that she were going to handle her family the way she did? Did you know that that was going to be the outcome?
Suzanne Heathcote (35:32):
I had different perspectives on that. I mean, there was sort of various outcomes. I mean, I felt it would be a mother-daughter standoff. Then really the challenges, how do you then create? I really wanted it to be that there was at least a moment where Villanelle felt, I could stay here. Where she was almost seduced by it. That's what I wanted. She'll be given the smallest of notes, the nuance with which it changes her performance. It will transform her performance in the most subtle, yet apparent way.
Charlie Sandlan (36:11):
And the childlike part of her, the childishness, the petulance, all of that, that's not written in the script. That's her take on the character?
Suzanne Heathcote (36:25):
That's her. Yeah. That's all her. I mean, with that show, the blessing of that show is you just have the most phenomenal cast. You're writing for actors at the top of their game, across the board. It's gold standard across the board.
Charlie Sandlan (36:40):
Fiona Shaw, I mean, unbelievable. I did a masterclass with her. I did BADA back in like '97, and she was one of my teachers.
Suzanne Heathcote (36:49):
She said something very astute, which I mentioned to another actor friend of mine who's on a long running show here. And he was like, I am going to say that. He was like, I'm going to take that and say that to myself, because he has a character with a very specific voice. She said to me, "Don't feel you have to write it to sound like Carolyn, I will make it sound like Carolyn." Because as a writer, you can be tempted to sort of ... And then I think that's when you're in the danger of making a character kind of pastiche, because you're writing more for the sound of, this is what I think they would say in the way they would say it rather than remaining true to the character and what are they actually feeling and wanting to communicate in that way.
Suzanne Heathcote (37:33):
Now, of course, you will have to understand the tone of that character and take that on. But she said, "I will make it sound like Carolyn. That's my job." I thought it was a very good note for me actually. It can become sort of, you're writing more in the style of what she's saying and really thinking about what it is she's communicating.
Charlie Sandlan (37:58):
What did you discover about this process that you didn't know before you got involved with it?
Suzanne Heathcote (38:02):
I mean, the schedule I was under was crazy. You don't have a writer's room running like you do in America throughout. So it's just writing while you're shooting without ... That was crazy. The hardest things about that job were the best things as well. You've got these amazing characters and you've got Sandra who's just so detailed with her work. We would talk for hours about her character and really in depth. She does so much work beforehand. And it just brings so much to the table with her. And you just have to feel that you're writing up to the standards of those kinds of-
Charlie Sandlan (38:43):
That's pressure.
Suzanne Heathcote (38:44):
It's a lot of pressure. It's a lot of pressure. Yeah.
Charlie Sandlan (38:47):
I mean, because you're operating in a completely level now. That was the biggest job you've had to date?
Suzanne Heathcote (38:54):
For sure. I mean, because it was such a huge show when I came in. And also just the way the show is. As a writer, you're used to being behind the scenes. No one really knows who writes this episode of this or that episode of that. No one really cares. Nor do you want them to. And suddenly because of that show and just the way it is, I felt that there was a lot of attention on the behind the scenes stuff, which I wasn't used to. It's a very high profile gig. Yeah, there are always challenges with that.
Charlie Sandlan (39:28):
Now you're still in the middle of your AMC deal?
Suzanne Heathcote (39:30):
Mm-hmm (affirmative). Yeah.
Charlie Sandlan (39:33):
Are you starting something from scratch? Are you able now to like, okay, this is my project. This is my show. This is my pilot. What's that like?
Suzanne Heathcote (39:47):
I always like to do something completely different from the last job. So like I remember when I finished Fear the Walking Dead, I then went and did this half hour comedy. I like to really just do something very, very different. And someone said, "What do you want to do now?" And I said, "I want to do something from the ground up where I really feel I've got the lump of clay and I am creating characters from scratch and the world from scratch and just the total opposite. So instead of inhabiting this world, I'm creating it." Yeah, I just finished a script actually, which is an original idea. I'm doing a few projects with them right now. I'm just developing a few things. There's an adaptation as well. It's been lovely, actually, just rolling up my sleeves and writing in the old fashion sense.
Charlie Sandlan (40:36):
Do you start with a character idea or do you start with like an overall kind of concept, whether it's a period of time or a relationship that then just evolves into something? Or?
Suzanne Heathcote (40:48):
It really depends. Often a character or a situation, I'll think of a person and just being in a situation or it could even just be a scene, like a moment between two people that I find interesting. And then I think, well, then I start to expand the world around it. What would have brought these people together, wherever they come from? And then in doing that, you kind of expand the world.
Suzanne Heathcote (41:13):
In plays, I definitely start with character. TV is different because you've probably been given something and often there's source material to begin with. A lot of TV now is based on IP or a book or an article or something. It's rare that it's completely original. I mean, the script I've just done was completely original and was really fun from that perspective. But the book adaptation I'm doing is actually a lot of fun as well, because there's freedom in that too, assuming it's not 1984, like a great classic that everyone knows. You can have a room within that to create and adapt the world. The springboard in TV more often than not, there is something, an article or something that will have triggered an idea for someone. Yeah.
Charlie Sandlan (42:02):
Do you miss acting?
Suzanne Heathcote (42:03):
I really do miss acting, actually. I was just talking about this thing I've written and it's like, if it does get made. So the agent who originally found me as it were, Matthew, ICM still reps me, still my talent agent, and we have dinner or at the moment, Zoom chats, about every five or six months, and we have the same conversation and he'll say, "What can we do about the acting?" And he'd say, "You have two choices. No one knows you as an actor in this town. So you'll be starting from scratch. So we'll be prepping you for the under fives, all that, CSI Miami episodes and all those things. And you'll be going all over town and meeting the cast directors and slowly, slowly getting to know people and building a resume that way. It's going to take a few years. And then from that, maybe we can get you a series regular or something."
Suzanne Heathcote (43:04):
And I said, "What's the other option?" And it's write yourself something. And I was like, option two, for me. Because I knew that to do option one, that's a full-time job. I got to be down the gym. I got to get my hair done. I got to be driving all over town. Those five loads, that's days prep for me, at least, so that I can go in and make myself stand out and give a take in that audition that stands out. And so that even if I'm not right for it, they'll remember me. I mean the whole shebang. There's no way I could do that and write. It's too much work. And he was right. We really need to build from zero in terms of my acting. So I said, no, I can't. It's too much of a compromise at the moment with where my writing career was at that moment. I've been saying I'm going to write a film for ages. A nice character part that comes in for a couple of scenes. Great. I wouldn't want to star in it and direct it and write it, it's too much for me.
Charlie Sandlan (44:07):
Do you ever sit in front of just a screen and go, "I just have no fucking clue where to go from here?"
Suzanne Heathcote (44:13):
Oh, yeah. It's funny actually with the plays more so, because it can feel like a total blank canvas with the plays. TV, there are so many constraints, that the constraints I find help to actually ... You need constraints in some ways to help you figure out, well, if I can't do this, what can I do? And as I say, often, you're being approached with a book or a bit of IP, people are saying, can you read this? What do you think? Is there something in this that you'd be interested in working on? You're often given a germ of an idea. You can write what you like, but we were thinking dot, dot, dot. Maybe it could be about women in tech.
Suzanne Heathcote (44:55):
And so you're often thrown a bit of a bone in that sense. Or you're taking on someone else's show. All my recent jobs up to this point I've been on other people's shows. So you're really serving the person who's created the show. But when I've had those moments of blank page block, it's been more around the playwriting, for sure.
Charlie Sandlan (45:21):
Did you sit in the audition room a lot? Did you see a lot of audition?
Suzanne Heathcote (45:25):
Yeah. I mean less so for Killing Eve just because of the schedule and the time. I'd watch the tapes, but I wasn't in the room. Fear the Walking Dead, I was very vocal about casting to the point where Dave Erickson, who was the show runner, who I love, he said, "You go." For my episodes he was like, "Go to the casting and sit in casting." And so I did, and it was so eye-opening. And for the smaller parts, I would sit there, and it's hours you're in there.
Charlie Sandlan (46:01):
Are there any pointers or any advice you would give to actors about the audition process? What stands out to you?
Suzanne Heathcote (46:10):
I always remember, Fear the Walking Dead, we were auditioning for this militia group. It's a zombie show. Okay. It was like five lines, they had to come in and I can't remember what they were, but it was about giving orders to this group. I was amazed actually. We star a lot of people, and every time I had to give the same note, which was, really remember the stakes in this scene. This is life or death, this moment, for these people. And that doesn't mean shouting by any stretch, but you're shitting yourself. I mean, you might die in a second time. What you say now might end up being your death, the command you give. And so I would probably say, the side you're given, because often you're asked to write sides if you're auditioning actors in a show.
Suzanne Heathcote (47:11):
You probably, or may not, if it's at the beginning of the season, have physically got the script. So they'll sometimes say to a writer in the room, "Can you just write five pages for this character that we can audition." If they're from the script or if they're pre-written simply for the audition, those sides have been provided for a specific reason. And it is to show that character in a specific way. You want to see that the person you're auditioning can embody the character. And you would have picked those sides or had them specifically written to do just that. It will never be a casual moment you're being given to recreate. There is nothing casual about what you're doing.
Suzanne Heathcote (47:53):
And so if you find yourself performing in a very conversation, and I mean emotionally casual and emotionally conversation. I'm not saying everything has to be level eight in terms of your speech. But if emotionally you're finding you're super casual and relaxed, unless the comedy of that moment is that it's a high pressure moment and your character is relaxed, unless that is specifically the comedy of it, you might need to rethink what is actually going on. That's what I would say.
Charlie Sandlan (48:23):
Yeah. Most actors they think, especially if they're not trained, they just think, well, I just got to be myself and let me just talk. And it's about just being myself. And then they go in and it's awful.
Suzanne Heathcote (48:38):
I mean, they thought I was an acting Nazi because I was so like ... And I was just like, you cannot cast this person. And also two things I said to one of the guys was, "You have to be in the room." Like if it were my show, I would have to be in the room. Matt Weiner, they said for Mad Men, it was the same casting directors, funnily enough. And they said he would redirect the actors for a three-line part, over and over and over again. And I understood that impulse because when it's a self-tape, you don't know how that actor can take redirection. They could be sitting there with their acting teacher and it could be take 93 that you're seeing. And so you go, "Oh, they're really good." And I was like, "Even if it's live on Zoom, you have to have a dialogue with them and redirect the actors so that you know, because you don't have time, so that they're going to be able to take direction."
Charlie Sandlan (49:30):
If you can't take a note as an actor, you're not going to work. I don't care how good your auditions are.
Suzanne Heathcote (49:30):
In TV, forget it. Yeah. And I would always say, saying dialogue realistically is not acting. Just because you think it's coming out of your mouth in a realistic fashion, that's not acting. And it's amazing, particularly in LA, I hate to say it, the amount of actors who come in and just think, well, I just have to read this. If I just say the lines in a kind of realistic fashion, like conversational way, that's acting. It doesn't sound like I'm reading. You're like, well-
Charlie Sandlan (50:07):
Listen, you either can create behavior or you can't, at the end of the day. And listening is at the root of all of it. I mean, how long did it take you to realize into an audition, this person just doesn't have it?
Suzanne Heathcote (50:21):
Normally before they've even opened their mouth. I hate to say it. Well, it depends. It depends. It's because the way you carry yourself says something. I mean, look, everyone's surprised. Someone might walk in and they may look really bashful and shy and suddenly they just ... And you're like, "Oh, they're actually just a very introverted person." And they really have the goods. You know pretty quick. Within them actually performing, acting, wow, I mean, five seconds.
Charlie Sandlan (50:49):
Totally right? Three or four moments. If you're not alive, if you've made no choices, if you've gotten-
Suzanne Heathcote (50:56):
Before you even spoken, you've got to be in your world and you can see if someone just goes, "Are you ready?" And you go, "Yeah. Okay, great. Take your time." And they've not turned it on. You can see. But sitting the other side of it, it's hard. You know what I mean? I miss acting, I don't miss being an actor. It's a hard life. The auditions, the schlepping, it's a lot of preparation for what might not feel like a very big reward. So you get the five line part. Really? Do you really feel like you're acting in the depth of your soul? Of course, in that moment you're doing your best work, but yeah, it's a lot of work for that moment.
Charlie Sandlan (51:50):
And it's not really acting. I mean, it's not. I mean, like five lines, please just say the lines, move the story forward. Thank you very much. And we'll see you later. And it's hard because actors go 10 years curving under five, under five, day players, day players, and they think to themselves, am I ever going to fucking act?
Suzanne Heathcote (52:06):
You might Bryan Cranston it. You might just be that jobbing actor and then in middle age, get that job. I mean, he'd obviously done a lot more than like under fives, but you might not. You of course have to believe you will. I think it's the only way to keep going. I do believe if you're talented and you work hard, something will yield. I do believe that, I really do, but you just don't know when it's going to be.
Charlie Sandlan (52:35):
Well, my fellow daydreamers thank you for sticking around and keeping that phone in your pocket. Please subscribe to the show wherever you get your podcasts. If you have a few minutes, then you can write a review on iTunes. That would mean a hell of a lot to me. There are a lot of actors out there and if you know any that would benefit from this show, please spread the word. Go to the website, creatingbehaviorpodcast.com, for all the links, the content. You can book me for private coaching, read the blogs. If you're interested in training with me this summer in New York City or online, please, maggieflaniganstudio.com, for all the details. Follow me on Instagram. Lawrence Trailer, thank you for the music, my man. You guys, take a chance on yourself. Roll the fucking dice, but play full out and don't ever settle for your second best. My name is Charlie Sandlan. Peace. (singing).
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