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All actors crave that one role. The role that will kickstart their career. The role that will make headlines. The role that could take them from jobbing actor to Hollywood movie star. For some, it comes at the start of their career, while for others, it can take years of auditions, bit parts and disappointments before – thanks to luck, talent, being in the right place at the right time – they get that one part they will forever be associated with; the one that launches their career into the stratosphere.


Would we know who Sean Connery was if he hadn’t been James Bond? Or Harrison Ford if he hadn’t played Han Solo? And would Ryan Gosling be on a million posters and desktop screensavers if he hadn’t won the hearts of women everywhere as Noah in The Notebook? All of them had that one role that brought them to our attention, made us realise what talents they were . . . and made us wonder why we hadn’t noticed them before.


For Irish actor Jamie Dornan, ‘that role’ would be one of the most sought after of the decade: the role of Christian Grey, the wealthy entrepreneur, handsome bachelor and S&M aficionado who is at the heart of the 100-million-selling series of novels Fifty Shades of Grey. At the age of 32, the six-foot tall, auburn-haired actor from Belfast has moved from giving superb performances in series like The Fall and New Worlds and – slightly reluctantly, while guarding his private life fiercely – stepped into the very bright spotlight that comes with winning the role of a character millions of women have fantasised about.


The man destined to be the pin-up of 2015 was born, not in Hollywood, California, but in Holywood, County Down, in Northern Ireland. A town on the shore of Belfast Lough, it is situated between Belfast and Bangor, not far from Belfast City Airport and just 5 miles from Belfast itself. Baby James Dornan was born there on 1 May, 1982 to mother Lorna and father James, the first son for the couple, following two daughters, Liesa and Jessica. His grandparents, on both sides, were Methodist lay preachers, while Jamie’s dad had dreams of becoming an actor before deciding to become a doctor and training as an obstetrician.


In an interview with the Scotsman, Jamie remembered that his dad had explored a career in acting far enough that he had auditioned, and been offered a place, at RADA after he left school. Instead, he decided to embark on a more stable career, training to be a doctor, but perhaps his brief experience of the acting world led to him being excited for his son when he chose to go in that direction.


Holywood, the town where Jamie’s parents chose to raise him, sprung up around a monastery founded in the seventh century – the present Holywood Priory stands on the original monastery site. It grew into a thriving town due to its port and the introduction of a railway line to Belfast in 1848. By the time Jamie was born, the town had become known for its mixture of old and new buildings (there are some local ruins that date back to the 13th century), boutique shops and a growing residential area that’s popular with families.


Of course, Jamie grew up with the Troubles – the conflict in Northern Ireland that raged between Unionists and Loyalists from the 1960s until the end of the 20th century – playing out around him. Belfast saw some of the worst of the Troubles, mainly in the 1970s before Jamie was born. ‘You have an awareness of it because you know how much grief it’s caused,’ he told the Telegraph Magazine. ‘It’s a tiny percentage who have ruined it for that country, that pisses everyone else off.’


While Jamie’s dad chose to become a doctor in Belfast, rather than pursue a career in acting, it turned out that Jamie was born into a theatrical family nonetheless. His great-aunt was an actress by the name of Greer Garson, a hugely popular actress during the Second World War.


Garson’s link to Ireland was through her grandfather, David Greer, who lived in Castlewellan, County Down. While Greer – actually born Eileen Evelyn Greer Garson – was born in London, she grew up in Castlewellan before leaving to study at King’s College, London and the University of Grenoble in France.


She began her career in acting in the theatre, and was discovered by legendary Hollywood producer Louis B. Mayer when he was in London looking for new talent. He signed her to a contract with MGM in 1937, and she began work on her first film, Goodbye, Mr Chips, the following year. It won her an Oscar nomination (she lost out to Vivien Leigh for her role in Gone With The Wind) and led to other acclaimed roles in Pride and Prejudice, Madame Curie and the lead role in the film she was most famous for, Mrs Miniver.


It was her role as the 1940s British housewife in Mrs Miniver that won Greer Garson the Best Actress Oscar – and got her into the Guinness Book of World Records for the longest ever Oscar acceptance speech. Garson’s eloquent speech lasted 5 minutes and 30 seconds – and her record won’t ever be broken as the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences who award the Oscars has since introduced a speech time limit (and, Jamie should probably take note for the future, if you run over the allotted speech time, the orchestra starts to play to drown you out!)


Garson was Jamie’s grandmother’s first cousin. While her most famous roles were in movies in the 1940s and 1950s, she continued to work well into old age, appearing in the TV series The Virginian in 1970, and Little Women in 1978, while her final role was in the show The Love Boat in 1982, when Greer was 78 years old. She died in 1996, but Jamie did try to contact her when he was a child, writing her a letter when she was living in Texas. ‘I wrote her this letter saying I was playing Widow Twanky in our primary school production – which, may I add, I won the drama prize for,’ Jamie told the Scotsman.


Unfortunately, Greer never got to read the letter, for as Jamie told the Scotsman, his family heard on the news the week before they sent the letter off that Greer Garson had died.


Jamie’s dad, Jim, confirmed in a phone interview with NWP Radio in Seattle in 2014 that all the family love drama. ‘Nearly all the members of the family do amateur drama – amateur drama is big in Ireland. Well, what else do you do on a wet winter’s or summer’s night in Ireland?’


Having shown his talent for acting at primary school, Jamie continued to study drama when he went to Methodist College in Belfast, locally known as Methody. A grammar school nestled at the foot of Malone Road in south Belfast, it’s well known for the academic achievements of its students, many of whom have gone on to prestigious universities including Oxford and Cambridge. It’s certainly one of the most highly regarded schools in Ireland, boasting an award-winning choir who have performed at Westminster Abbey and, more appealing for a school-age Jamie, an impressive rugby team – the school’s team has won the Ulster Schools’ Cup a record 35 times.


Founded in 1868 by the Methodist Church, the school was originally an all-boys institution for both day and boarding pupils, with girls only introduced later and segregated from the boys until rules changed in the 20th century. Boasting a language block, music department, indoor pool, science labs and a large gym, as well as a dedicated block for the sixth form, it’s an impressive place to study, and while Jamie was there it was led by headteacher Thomas Mulryne OBE, himself a former student of the school.


Jamie isn’t the only theatrically minded student to have attended Methodist College. Poets John Hewitt and Robert Greacen were students there, as were actors James Ellis (television’s Z-Cars), Gerald Horne (best known as Mr Muscle from the television adverts), Chris Barrie of Red Dwarf fame, Emmerdale actor Paul Loughran, and Mark Ryder (best-known for his part in Borgia), broadcaster Alan Green and television presenter Caron Keating.


Jamie, who was quite slim as a teen (‘I was a skinny guy growing up, and I still feel like that same skinny kid now’), certainly enjoyed school and joined in the many sporting activities, including rugby and golf, which he started playing at the age of 11. Life was great, and he was popular with his fellow students – and he scored his first kiss behind the bike sheds, of course (‘I was 12 or 13 years old, with a girl whose name I can’t remember.’)


Sadly, when he was 16, Jamie had to face something no child should have to bear – the death of his lovely mum, from pancreatic cancer. Lorna, who had been a nurse, fell ill following a weekend away in Madrid with Jamie’s dad. Initially, she was diagnosed with jaundice, but soon after cancer was detected. ‘It was a bizarre and huge, awful turning point in my life,’ he remembered. ‘The comfort was knowing that it was inoperable, knowing what the outcome was going to be rather than clinging on to some kind of hope that she was going to be with us. We had a year and a half [together].’


Jamie’s dad, however, was frustrated that, as a doctor, he couldn’t help his wife, as he explained in a 2004 interview with the Belfast Telegraph. He and his devastated family knew there was nothing that could be done, and while they all hoped for a miracle, they were all aware that realistically her diagnosis was terminal. While it was good to have hope, they knew the end was coming. ‘It was important the kids had hope so that whatever time left was positive,’ he remembered in the interview. ‘She was amazing throughout her illness and remained a wonderful mother to the end.’


‘There’s no easy time to lose a parent,’ Jamie has since said. ‘But it’s a very transitional time being that age, and a very impressionable one. It was a horrific period in my life.’


If that wasn’t horrendous enough, he suffered another tragedy the following year – the death of four of his friends, who were killed in a car crash in Belfast. ‘I had a terrible time when I was 16, 17,’ he told the Evening Standard in an interview, one of very few he has given in which he talks about the awful period of his young life.


He went on to speak about having therapy to cope, not just with the sudden loss of his mother, but also the loss of his four close friends in such a shocking way. It was a lot for a teenager to deal with, especially at a time when he was facing tough decisions in his life about what to do next in terms of his future career.


Jamie also coped by losing himself in his studies, and particularly by reading books, including classics such as Swallows and Amazons and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. A voracious reader, he still loves trying any type of book, from Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead to a classic like The Picture of Dorian Gray, one of his favourites. Once he became an established actor, Jamie went for the role of Gray in the Oliver Parker movie adaptation, Dorian Gray, but didn’t win the part. ‘I don’t understand people who don’t read. It’s like, what else are they doing?’


His friends helped him through the tough times, too, and throughout his school years Jamie kept a close group of pals who are still with him today. ‘When I go out with my mates, we’re a big group of Belfast boys,’ he told the Evening Standard. ‘We can get a little, you know, hyperactive. But I tend to get my sensible head on and can be quite strict with them, like “Calm down, lads” which is why they call me “Daddy Dornan”.’


He also spent a lot of his time practising his two loves: sport and drama, and decided as a teenager, with the support of his dad, that acting was what he really wanted to do. Part of the appeal, of course, was that acting didn’t involve set working hours, getting up in the morning, commuting to work, and sitting at a desk all day, as he told the Scotsman. In fact, acting had been weighing on his mind for quite a while – not just since he had won the role of Widow Twanky in the school play – and he had become involved in local youth theatre.


Throughout his life, Jamie has had the love of his dad, Professor Jim Dornan. A colourful, caring and talkative character who is an accomplished obstetrician and gynaecologist, he encouraged Jamie to pursue his career. ‘We as a family are justly very proud of Jamie – he’s talented and grounded and a credit to his school (Methody), his amazing friends, his family and himself,’ he told the Irish Times.


Clearly proud of his son, Jim said in the interview how aware he was that the death of Jamie’s mother and his friends had affected his son, but had also made him a thoughtful person, one who wants to enjoy his time on earth, support his friends and family, and live life to the full.


Jamie also supported his dad when he found love again. A year after Jamie’s mother, Lorna, died, Jim was giving a lecture in Dublin. An obstetrician friend of his played Cupid by suggesting a lady named Samina should attend Jim’s lecture – knowing the pair would hit it off.


The pair now live in the house that Jamie’s parents once shared, in Cultra, County Down. The relationship is a very happy one, with Samina accepting that Jim will sometimes talk about his first wife, and Jim’s kids – including Jamie – learning to become a family with their father’s new love.


In fact, it was Samina who encouraged Jamie to follow an unexpected career – one that would indirectly lead the young Irish student to becoming Christian Grey . . .




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Gigs, Girls and the ‘Golden Torso’
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By the time he was ready to leave school, Jamie had developed a love of rugby, acting and music. While he prepared to attend Teeside University to continue his studies (he signed up to do marketing), he spent much of his spare time with school friend David Alexander, who had been in the year below him at Methodist College. Together they formed a band – Sons of Jim (named because both of their dads’ first names are, you guessed it, Jim).


‘We formed the band when we were still at school, and realised we had the same taste in music,’ Jamie remembered in an interview with television presenter Eamonn Holmes. ‘We started to jam around and got guitars for our birthdays and had a bit of a sing song, and then it got a bit more serious.’


The pair began writing songs in their spare time, but at the age of 19, while juggling his studies and his love of sport and music, Jamie found his plans going in a completely different direction. In 2001, Britain’s Channel 4 decided, in association with Princess Productions, to launch a new type of reality talent show, not to find a new pop star like Pop Idol, but to find a good-looking person who could start a career as a model. The series was called Model Behaviour and the prize for the winner would be a contract with a top modelling agency.


Jamie, encouraged by his stepmother Samina, who suggested modelling may be a way to fund an acting career, was put in touch with the show after he was spotted by a modelling agency in Belfast, and he was asked to try out by the producers of the series. He did make it onto the show but while he didn’t make it to the final (he only made it through the Belfast auditions), the world of modelling opened its doors to him, and he was put in touch with renowned photographer Bruce Weber, best known for his stunning black and white photography. (His early photos of Richard Gere are often credited with turning Gere into a star.) Weber gave Jamie some modelling jobs at the start of his career, while he was still deciding what he wanted to do – go to drama school to train to be an actor, pursue a music career with his band, or become a model. By the summer of 2003, music and acting were put on hold, as he was booked on his first important advertising campaign in New York, for Asprey. He then followed this up by winning a very prestigious job – Jamie was named the new face of Calvin Klein in 2004.


The American fashion house Calvin Klein has become very famous for its sexy advertising campaigns in recent years. Founded by fashion designer Calvin Klein, the company began in 1969, selling coats and dresses, and by the mid-1970s had expanded to designing cosmetics, jeans, accessories and menswear. Klein and his company have also been credited with starting the designer jeans craze in the 1970s by putting ‘Calvin Klein’ on the pocket of all their jeans. One of the company’s most famous early ad campaigns in 1980 featured a 15-year-old Brooke Shields modelling the jeans, with the slogan stating ‘You want to know what comes between me and my Calvins? Nothing.’ Made by renowned photographer Richard Avedon, the ads caused something of a stir for being so sexy and featuring such a young model. ‘It was me and the jeans,’ Brooke Shields remembered to Vanity Fair. ‘We were inseparable. I didn’t do a television show without that being in my bio[graphy]. I didn’t go on the street without somebody saying, “Got your Calvins on?” People still come up to me and mention it.’


By the mid-1980s, the Calvin Klein label was one of the best known in the world, and acclaimed photographers such as Irving Penn, Bruce Weber, Steven Meisel and Jurgen Teller lined up to take the photos for each of Klein’s eagerly anticipated advertising campaigns. One of the most famous campaigns featured then-rapper Marky Mark (now better known as actor Mark Wahlberg), as photographed by Herb Ritts, modelling Calvin Klein boxer shorts on billboards around America, and co-starring with a topless Kate Moss in the 1992 television ads that followed. Another campaign featured Olympic pole vaulter Tom Hintnaus, on the Greek island of Santorini, with a very visible bulge in his pants. When the huge billboard first appeared in Times Square it actually stopped traffic. ‘I worked so hard to be the best pole vaulter in the world,’ Hintnaus told the Los Angeles Times, ‘and I ended up being more well known for putting on a pair of briefs.’


‘It is simple, whoever represents Calvin becomes a star,’ Sam Shahid, an art director who worked with Calvin Klein, told the New York Times. He was right; Wahlberg and another Klein model, Djimon Hounsou, have both since been nominated for Oscars, while Kate Moss is just one of the many supermodels who have modelled for the brand – Christy Turlington, Jerry Hall and Lara Stone have worked for the label, too.


Being chosen as a Calvin Klein model was a major career break and seriously raised Jamie’s profile. One set of photos featuring a shirtless Jamie in soaking wet Calvin Klein jeans, and a later black and white photo campaign (by photographer Steven Klein) of him in the famous Calvin Klein tight boxer shorts reclining with actress Eva Mendes garnered him a nickname: the Golden Torso.


‘I think it is meant to be a compliment,’ he laughed to the Telegraph Magazine, clearly amused by the moniker. ‘I hope it is!’ He also revealed that the bronzed chest he was becoming famous for wasn’t all natural, and his memory of the Calvin Klein photo shoots involved being slathered in fake tan to turn his white Irish skin into a more bronzed look for the camera.


Much of Jamie’s modelling didn’t involve him bearing his chest, but these were the shoots that he was remembered for. ‘I think I’ve done two shoots in my underwear ever,’ he explained to the Guardian. ‘They both happened to be for Calvin Klein. But that tag – underwear model – I just can’t get rid of it.’ Certainly, if you Google Jamie’s name and the word ‘model’, you will find hundreds of photos of him in his underwear, despite his numerous fashion shoots wearing suits, jeans and, well, more clothes.


He disappointed millions of female fans in 2009 when he announced to the Evening Standard in an interview that he wasn’t planning on taking off his shirt every time a camera was nearby. ‘I’ve done it enough that I really don’t see how it’s interesting any more. People assume you’re stupid enough as it is [being a male model]. Then you take your shirt off and they’re like, “He must be an idiot.” Seriously, people approach me and you can see it in their eyes. They’re like: “Let’s talk about grease and oil on your body. And aftershave. And your grooming technique”.’


He wasn’t kidding: during one video interview with Andrea Lavinthal, an editor for US Cosmopolitan magazine, when Jamie was promoting the Calvin Klein fragrance CK Free, he was asked exactly those sorts of questions, from whether he thought fragrance on a woman was important and whether he likes a woman in make-up, to what he would never leave home without (answer: his iPod, and his inhaler because he is asthmatic).


Jamie was also regularly questioned about the fitness regime that gave him the infamous torso. He revealed in an interview with Men’s Health magazine that his favourite sports were skiing, and rugby (partly because, he told the magazine, there was a pint as a reward at the end of a match).


While rugby had been a favourite sport of Jamie’s since school, he revealed it wasn’t the only sport he practised to keep in shape. ‘I’ve been into golf since I was about 11 years old and now play to a 13 handicap,’ he added. ‘I’ll try anything once – yoga, Pilates, you name it, I’ll give it a whirl and see what I can learn from it.’


He did, however, later admit that he didn’t always train that hard before a shirtless photoshoot. ‘Because I used to play a lot of sport I’ve always been in decent enough shape,’ he says. ‘When I used to get asked to do a bit of body work before a photo shoot, I’d lie and say, “Yeah, I’m going to the gym.” I literally never did anything!’


As well as becoming known for his impressive (and often slicked with oil for the cameras) torso, one expression he used for the camera – a sort of sexy furrow of the brow – also became a Dornan trademark as his modelling career progressed. ‘It’s so funny. Until I do it, the photographers just aren’t happy. They’re like, “It’s not working, it’s not working.” Then I look down, and then I look up, and it creates this furrow in my brow, and then they’re happy!’


Whether it was his torso or his furrowed brow that appealed to advertising agencies and magazines, it didn’t matter – Jamie was being booked for numerous campaigns and photoshoots and flying around the world to pose in exotic locations. In 2005 alone, he posed for Armani Exchange and GQ magazine, and became the face of Dior Homme’s winter campaign – and still managed to fit in some time to record music with pal David for Sons of Jim.


‘My lifestyle hasn’t changed a cent since becoming a model,’ Jamie promised Eamonn Holmes in an interview about the band. ‘I’m pretty privileged, contracted to Christian Dior and Calvin Klein – I got lucky and am having a nice time of it.’ While slightly uncomfortable about being in the spotlight, Jamie was clearly very aware how lucky he was and was humble about his success.


Meanwhile, David and Jamie’s music career was taking off, and they were asked to support Scottish singer KT Tunstall on her tour at the beginning of 2005. ‘It was brilliant fun; she’s quite incredible,’ he remembered to the Scotsman eight years later. The duo supported her on six dates and had the opportunity to see her at work on stage every night, and get to know the singer backstage as well.


They released an EP of their music a few months later, naming their label Doorstep Records after a favourite sandwich shop in Belfast, and the boys made their television debut on 7 October 2005, appearing on The Kelly Show in Belfast, presented by chat show host Gerry Kelly. The pair performed a song called ‘Fairytale’, a folk ballad with David playing guitar while they both sang. More live gigs followed, including Islington Academy in May 2006 and a performance at the Vans store in Carnaby Street in London the same month.


Modelling was still Jamie’s main source of income, however, and in 2006 he was booked for campaigns with Gap, H&M, Dior Homme and the Calvin Klein campaign with a topless Kate Moss that led to rumours the pair were dating. Jamie, however, was still surprised how successful he had become as a model, as he told Guy Trebay in a New York Times interview in November 2006 – the interview that first gave Jamie his ‘Golden Torso’ nickname.


‘I question why all of this has happened to me,’ he said humbly, while sitting at the sleek SoHo Grand Hotel in Manhattan. ‘I don’t see myself as particularly good looking.’ Others Trebay spoke to for the feature disagreed, with GQ creative director Jim Moore commenting: ‘In the span of 20 years, I’ve seen maybe four models who have what Jamie Dornan has. He’s like the male Kate Moss. His proportions are a little off. He has a slight build. He’s on the small side for male models. But his torso is long, and so he looks taller, and he brings a relaxed quality to modelling. He knows what he’s there for, but unlike a lot of people he’s not trying to be a male model. He is not modelling.’ Perhaps the fact that Jamie didn’t see himself as a model made him a more perfect one – it wasn’t his lifelong dream to pose in front of a camera in designer clothes, so he didn’t feel the pressure some of his fellow models did to succeed, and was therefore more relaxed on set when the camera pointed his way.


Jamie’s biggest success to date was the Dior Homme fragrance campaign, as fragrance adverts run for long periods of time, meaning the models get paid more. It was the Dior campaign therefore that allowed Jamie to buy a home in Notting Hill. In the interview with Trebay, Jamie explained that numerous models had auditioned for the job but one by one they were eliminated until people until it was down to just two possibilities – and Jamie was one of them. When, eventually, Jamie was chosen, he was surprised because, in his opinion, as he told Trebay, ‘I’m not the best looking guy around.’


Jamie may not have thought he was great looking, but everyone else disagreed. By the end of 2006, he was one of the most sought after male models in the world, much to his and his family’s amusement. ‘I hope they [my parents] are proud,’ he said of his modelling career. ‘They’re sort of bemused by it as much as I am. None of their friends have sons doing the same thing, so it’s a funny thing for them to talk about.’


Jamie not only ended up appearing in every high-fashion magazine as a model, his name also began cropping up in the tabloids, linked to both Sienna Miller and Kate Moss, although he said in an interview with the Evening Standard he had only worked with Kate Moss and he never really got to know her. He seems to have been amused to see his name in the papers linked with someone he had met for one day, and Jamie certainly saw the funny side in the interview. ‘My friends ring up asking why I didn’t tell them I was going out with Kate Moss!’ In fact, Jamie admitted he wasn’t the love affair type, and wasn’t very good at asking girls out on dates anyway. But it didn’t stop the tabloid speculation.


Another lady he was linked with was Hollywood wild child Lindsay Lohan. While gossip websites speculated that Jamie and Lindsay were briefly a couple in 2006, it wasn’t until March 2014 that it actually made headlines around the world – and all because of a piece of paper that Lindsay had written on.


Born in 1986, Lindsay Lohan had begun her career as a child model at the age of three, and had been a Hollywood star since the age of 11, when she appeared as twins in the Disney movie The Parent Trap. Her career went from strength to strength with movies such as the remake of Freaky Friday, the teen comedy Mean Girls, and Herbie: Fully Loaded, but by the time she was 20 she was already gaining a reputation for being somewhat erratic on set, and she also went into rehab for the first time.


In the years that have followed, Lindsay has been known more for her tabloid escapades and court cases than for her career. She has been arrested for driving under the influence of alcohol on more than one occasion, was sent to jail for violating the terms of her probation on another charge, and was also charged with stealing a necklace from a designer jewellery store. However, it was a note that Lindsay scribbled on a night with friends in 2013 that put her – and her supposed relationship with Jamie – back into the tabloid headlines in 2014.
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