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A father in the police force inspired the star of the Lynda La Plante TV drama.

Outside on the London streets, it’s been another week marked by violent clashes between student

protesters and the police.

“My dad was a PC,” she says. “He worked in south London, including Brixton, for 25 years. I know it’s a

hard life. I remember the Brixton riots in the 1980s. It was an intense time and everyone hated the police –

every one was written off as racist, violent and corrupt, and that wasn’t the case. They were decent men.

I’m all for protests, but I look at policemen and know they have wives and kids and are doing a job.”

Her dad’s former job gives playing the role for which she’s best known, DI Anna Travis in ITV’s crime drama

Above Suspicion, a bit of an edge: “God, yes, if there’s one reason why I don’t want to mess it up, it would

be my dad.”

Reilly’s background is in theatre, but it is increasingly on screens, big and small, that the English actress is

becoming known, with roles in Pride & Prejudice, The Libertine, Eden Lake and Guy Ritchie’s Sherlock

Holmes, in which she plays Mary Morstan, the fiancee of Watson (played by Jude Law). She’s currently

“between Holmes” – the second instalment is due for release in December 2011.

The popular Above Suspicion TV series, back for its third annual outing, is written by Lynda La Plante, who

wrote Prime Suspect, based around another brilliant but flawed female detective, which has inevitably led to

comparisons.

“After the first one came out, there was all this stuff about ‘the next Helen Mirren’,” says Reilly. “We’re

completely different. I’m nothing like Helen Mirren. The characters stand apart.”

Those comparisons might be a sign of how few complex female screen detectives there are, Reilly

suggests: “All the female detectives you see are usually so in control, so sussed. Travis is starting out.

She’s impulsive, pig-headed. I love the fact that she’s flawed and young, not fully formed. She’s got really

good hunches and instincts. She’s got a bit of arrogance. And she’s so female at the same time. There’s a

fragile quality about her when she’s not sure of herself. There’s a long way to go with her development as a

woman.”

This has been a good year for crime dramas, with Steven Moffat and Mark Gatiss’s update of Sherlock and

David Morrissey’s Thorne series, based on Mark Billingham’s books. Standing out in such a crowded

market is difficult, admits Reilly: “Lynda La Plante was really the first person to be doing this, so when

there’s a sophisticated market and new things happening, people know they have to come up with

something different. But you can’t suddenly come up with some funky Lynda La Plante gimmick. We’re still

guided by a formula and what remains is that these characters are real.

“When I think of Lynda La Plante, I think of Prime Suspect. I remember it being all smoky and grey in the

offices, and the police officer’s suits were all crumpled and they hadn’t slept. And there was all the politics in

the room. That’s the stuff I remember – not necessarily the crime, but those details. That’s what Lynda has

going for her.”

Likewise, although there are grisly murders to be solved in Above Suspicion, the series is just as much

about relationships, especially the ambiguous professional and emotional bond between Travis and her

boss DS James Langton, played by Ciaran Hinds. And there’s clearly plenty more still to come.

“I think there’s another three series,” Reilly says. “Maybe more. I don’t want to flog a dead horse. I’m keen

to continue as long as the quality stays the same, as long as Ciaran’s involved. I know the books after this

one are really interesting, especially for Anna and what goes on in her life. She goes for some real

happiness, but it doesn’t work out that way. As an actress, I can see that could be really juicy to do.”

Becoming known for TV and film roles was an unexpected turn for Reilly. Throughout her acting career,

since the age of 16 (she’s now 33), her first love was theatre. At 26, she was the youngest Olivier Award

nominee for her role in Patrick Marber’s play, After Miss Julie. She also starred alongside Kathleen Turner’s

Mrs Robinson in The Graduate, opposite Matthew Perry in David Mamet’s Sexual Perversity In Chicago,

and was nominated again for an Olivier for her Desdemona in Michael Grandage’s 2007 Othello, with

Chiwetel Ejiofor and Ewan McGregor.

“Theatre will always be something I call my backbone,” she says. “It’s where I started. It’s where I always

want to go back. It’s like an MOT – you know everything’s working if you can do a play. There’s nothing like

it.”

A favourite experience was in Edinburgh. “I did John Osborne’s Look Back In Anger at the Lyceum with

David Tennant about four or five years ago,” she recalls. “David called me up and said: ‘I’m tired of all the

good plays going on in London – I want to do a job where I’m from as if we’re doing it in the West End.’
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