
AUSSIE SWEETHEART 
ELIZABETH DEBICKI 

TELLS TIFFANY BAKKER 
ABOUT PLAYING A 

VILLAIN – AND THE BEST 
ADVICE SHE EVER GOT

E lizabeth Debicki knew her life had changed the 
moment Meryl Streep grabbed her hand. The 
Australian actress had just come offstage in New York 
after performing in the Sydney Theatre Company 

production of The Maids (opposite Cate Blanchett) when she 
unexpectedly found the greatest actor alive waiting in the wings.

“We stood backstage and she squeezed my hand for about 
10 minutes,” says Debicki with a smile. “I did that thing you do 
when you’re really young and someone you love holds your hand 
– you don’t want to move it in case they remember they’re holding 
your hand,” she recalls. “It was a highlight of my life.” 

In recent years, the highlights have been racking up quickly for 
the 24-year-old. A graduate of the Victorian College of the Arts, 

she was thrust into the global spotlight via her breakout role as 
Jordan Baker in The Great Gatsby, and subsequently acclaimed 
theatre performances. (In its review of The Maids, The New York 
Times deemed her “a smashing young actress”.)

Away from the stage and screen, she is equally striking. 
At 1.88m (with a few added centimetres courtesy of a pair 
of vertiginous heels), she is a towering presence. In a navy 
Lanvin pinstripe suit, she exudes old-school Hollywood glamour. 
Oscar-nominated costume designer Joanna Johnston describes 
Debicki as “like a languid leopard, with this amazing movement. 
You can put anything on her and it looks good. She’s exquisite.”

When we speak on the terrace of the palatial 180-year-old 
Grand Plaza Hotel in Rome, Debicki is at once precociously 
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assured (“I always knew I would be an actress”), yet resolutely 
self-deprecating (“I’m always shocked when I get another job”). 

She’s been spending a lot of time in Italy recently, thanks to 
her role in Guy Ritchie’s re-imagining of the 1960s TV spy classic 
The Man from U.N.C.L.E, which was filmed mainly on location in 
Rome and Naples. “My days usually revolved around what I was 
going to eat,” she confesses. “I don’t think I want to leave here.”

In the film, Debicki takes on the role of the baddie, Victoria 
Vinciguerra, an over-the-top villain in the vein of classic spy 
movies, clipped British accent and all. “I loved playing her,” 
Debicki says, adding she looked to Sophia Loren, Ursula Andress 
and Catherine Deneuve for inspiration. “The really great thing 
about playing a villain is that you’re always one step ahead. She’s 
a strong, ballsy female character with a great sense of humour, 
and she has the best lines. It was a unique opportunity for me.”

An opportunity, Debicki says, she very nearly stuffed up 
after a disastrous first Skype call with Ritchie. She thought he 
was running late, until she realised she had actually forgotten 
to log in. When she did, there were 10 missed calls from the 
British director (Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels, Snatch.).

“I’ll never forget it,” she groans. “My stomach sank. I thought, 
‘My god, I’ve blown it.’ It was awful. And then, when we finally 
connected, he was so lovely about it. I think I apologised 25 times, 
but then he just wanted to talk about the Australian weather.”

Despite that botched chat, Ritchie cast her alongside Armie 
Hammer (The Social Network), Henry Cavill (Man of Steel) and 
another rising star, Swedish actress Alicia Vikander (Ex Machina).

“I’d seen her in Gatsby and thought, ‘Wow, that girl’s incredible.’ 
And getting to work with her, she’s just so talented as an actress,” 
says Hammer. “There’s an ethereal nature to her because she’s so 
tall, and it would be easy to be kind of lanky if you’re that tall, but 
she’s so graceful with it. There’s an old-world sort of thing to her.”

Indeed, Debicki’s height sets her apart in an industry packed 
with sparrow-like waifs. “There’s not much I can do about it,” she 

laughs. She says it’s sometimes a bit of an issue working opposite 
actors who don’t always measure up in height. Though, lately, 
she’s had a good run.

“Armie [Hammer] and Henry [Cavill] are tall, so that helps,” 
she laughs. “And I’m working on a television series called The 
Night Manager, and Hugh Laurie [House] and Tom Hiddleston 
[Thor] are in it, and we’re all the same height, and that has never 
happened in my life when it comes to work,” she grins. “It’s rare, 
but it’s always lovely to look at a co-star in their eyeballs, and not 
have them standing on an apple box.”

Debicki was born in Paris, but grew up in Melbourne, the 
eldest of three children (“I’m the bossy older sister”). Her mum is 
of Irish heritage, and her dad, Polish, so there was always a close 
connection to Europe. “I have a sense of Europe also being like 
home. I mean, Australia is my home, and my heart is there, but 
I suppose I’ve always felt close to Europe, given we had family 
there and we would visit,” she says. 

Her parents, both ballet dancers, instilled a love of the arts into 
their kids. “It was quite a thespian – ‘thespy’ – sort of household,” 

she recalls. “My mum had a dance school and my dad now works 
in a theatre, so I spent a lot of time going to see dance as a young 
child – it was just a part of who we were.”

Her education evidently didn’t suffer as a result of her bohemian 
childhood, with the well-travelled teenager awarded dux of her 
high school. Debicki spent her childhood thinking she’d probably 
follow in her parents’ footsteps (or be an archaeologist, “digging 
for things, wearing khakis”), but found herself drawn to acting. 

“I kind of mucked up the family tradition,” she says of her 
failure to become a dancer. “I loved ballet, but when I got older, I 
moved more towards contemporary dance and then I transitioned 
into acting school. It felt seamless.”

After graduating from college, she assumed she’d work in theatre. 
“My whole training had been around theatre,” she explains. 
“I really didn’t know anything about working in TV or film.”

A small role in the 2011 Australian-British film, A Few Best Men, 
however, got her noticed by director Baz Luhrmann. He promptly 
cast her as the languid, party-loving golfer Baker in Gatsby, where, 
frankly, she stole the show from her other more fancied co-stars, 
Leonardo DiCaprio, Carey Mulligan and Tobey Maguire. On 
reflection, she says the film “opened a lot of doors”.

“It was amazing exposure for an actor. It was also amazing 
training just in working in front of a camera. I was pretty fresh 
and green, so I just jumped into it and gave it everything, and 
got a lot back from it.”

Still, post-Gatsby, Debicki expected to go back to theatre. 
“Every time you finish a job, you assume you’re not going to 
work again,” she grins. “You always assume someone’s going 
to say, ‘Actually, I’m not so sure about you.’” 

 “I GOT 10 MISSED CALLS FROM GUY  
 RITCHIE. I THOUGHT, ‘I’VE BLOWN IT’” 

ON THE VERGE (from 
top) Debicki and Henry 
Cavill in The Man from 
U.N.C.L.E; on the red rug 
in Cannes; in Gatsby.
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It hasn’t happened, though. Aside from The Night Manager, she’ll 
also be seen opposite Michael Fassbender in the big-screen adaption 
of Macbeth, with Jake Gyllenhaal and Keira Knightley in Everest 
and on Australian screens in the Foxtel series The Kettering Incident.

She says she’s enjoyed her most recent run of roles, not least 
because her characters haven’t called on her to be as fully made 
up as she was in both Gatsby and U.N.C.L.E.

 “There’s a lot of construction when you play someone like 
Victoria or Jordan Baker – there’s a lot going on,” she says. “So, to 
act in Macbeth, where I didn’t have a lick of make-up on, or Everest, 
where it’s the 1990s and it’s really gritty and grungy, and then 
something similar in The Kettering Incident, it’s been a bit of a relief.”

Some say U.N.C.L.E will elevate Debicki’s career to another 
level in Hollywood. “No, nope, no,” she says, snorting as if this is 
the most ridiculous thing she’s ever heard. “I don’t think it’s healthy 
to buy into hype in any form, whether it’s positive or negative. 
You have to exist in yourself and just move on with life. You’re 
just doing a job.”

She says when she sees friends her age back home, partying 
and figuring out what to do with their lives, she doesn’t feel she’s 
missing out. “It doesn’t feel like a sacrifice to be doing what I’m 
doing,” she states. “I travel so much, so I feel most comfortable 
when I’m sort of in flux, and when I’m flitting around the world.”

As such, the nomadic life of an actor suits her. “I’m a gypsy 
at heart,” she says, adding that she doesn’t have a permanent 
home base. “I have a little triangle where I tend to go, which is 
between Sydney, Los Angeles and London, and I’m happy with 
that at the moment.” 

As for managing romantic relationships while on the move, she’d 
rather not talk about it, but she says she’s attracted to “intelligence”. 
“Actually, emotional intelligence is important,” she adds.

When she does get back to Australia, she likes to do what most 
of us do on holiday: lie on a couch, preferably her mum’s. “When 
I go home, I just do nothing. I see my family and I go to the pub, 
and I sit and enjoy those balmy Australian nights.”

Debicki cites Blanchett, whom she formed a close bond with 
during The Maids, as an example of how she wants to live her life, 
both on stage and off.  “Cate has given me lots of wonderful advice. 
Actually, I think the best advice Cate ever gave me was to be 
careful whom you take your advice from!”

She also strives to take her professional cues from Blanchett’s 

work ethic: “I’ve never seen anybody work so hard in my life, 
and juggle so many things at once with so much grace. She’s 
very smart and has her feet so solidly on the ground, but as an 
actress she’s just brave and completely herself.”

Blanchett also had another tip for keeping Debicki’s feet on the 
ground in Hollywood. “She said to me, ‘Always wash your own 
socks. Nothing keeps you grounded like washing your own socks.’ 
And I think she’s completely right.” 
The Man from U.N.C.L.E is in cinemas on Thursday.

 FOLLOW TIFFANY ON TWITTER @TIFFANYBAKKER

 “CATE BLANCHETT TOLD ME, ‘ALWAYS  
 WASH YOUR OWN SOCKS’. SHE’S RIGHT”  
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