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Living in Los AngeLes may have rubbed off on the British 
actress Gugu Mbatha-Raw. She spends her off-duty days hiking 
and going for long drives. She does hot yoga and anything else 
that helps her “remain connected to my centre”. She uses terms 
like “my centre”. She keeps a gratitude diary. And now, over 
lunch in an upmarket restaurant in Oxford, she is reeling off  
the names of self-help books. She reads “tons” of them. “Talking 
to Strangers by Malcolm Gladwell — he makes me think about 
things differently; The Power of Now by Eckhart Tolle; everything 
by Brené Brown since seeing her TED talk 10 years ago. I read a 
lot of pop psychology. I read something like that after every job to 
make me just … recentre.” 

At heart, Mbatha-Raw is still a self-deprecating Brit who drinks 
“endless cups of tea”, and loves “a good bath” and a stroll on 
Hampstead Heath, though I suspect it was only a matter of  
time before the Californian lifestyle took its toll. Up there with 
Keira, Carey and Sienna, Mbatha-Raw is part of that smart, 
beautiful, middle-class, thirtysomething Brit-actress set that 
Hollywood adores. She is not quite a household name (yet), not 
quite headlining studio movies (yet), but at 36, her body of  
work is impressive. She was directed by Ava DuVernay in 
Disney’s A Wrinkle in Time, has shared the stage with Jude Law 
as Ophelia to his Hamlet, and appeared on screen with Jessica 
Chastain (Miss Sloane), Will Smith (Concussion) and Matthew 
McConaughey (Free State of Jones). Her breakout film was 

Amma Asante’s Belle (2013), in which she 
starred as the bi-racial aristocrat Dido Elizabeth 
Belle, earning critical acclaim and a slew of 
industry awards. Now, with a string of upcoming 
movies and a role opposite Reese Witherspoon 
in one of the most anticipated TV shows of the 
year, that gratitude diary is surely filling up.

On Friday, The Morning Show will launch  
on the shiny new Apple streaming service. In 
the series, Mbatha-Raw plays Hannah, a guest 
booker for an American morning chat show,  
on which the host, played by Steve Carell, is 
embroiled in a sex scandal. Jennifer Aniston 
plays Carell’s co-host and Witherspoon is a 
rising star in the world of TV news. 

“I loved playing a part in this amped-up, 
Machiavellian world where everybody is so 
ambitious yet sleep-deprived and getting up at 
3.30am,” Mbatha-Raw says, tucking into a plate 
of cod. We meet in Oxford, her home city, where 
she is visiting family. “I am ambitious,” she 
continues. “In England ambition is almost seen 
as a dirty word, but in America it’s much more 
celebrated. I look at someone like Reese and see 
what she has built, and I’m so inspired. She is all 

From a childhood  

in Oxfordshire,  

Gugu Mbatha-Raw has 

worked her way to 

Hollywood stardom and  
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most anticipated TV  
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Scarlett Russell about 

meeting Oprah and her 

unapologetic ambition
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This page Layered 

jersey dress, £990,  

jw anderson  

OppOsiTe satin shirt, 

£1,030, quiLted satin 

skirt, £1,785, and 

quiLted shoes, £710, 

bottega veneta
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about empowering other women. Ava [DuVernay], too — the way 
they operate their careers is inspiring.” 

We discuss the changing landscape for women in Hollywood: 
Mbatha-Raw’s most notable work has been with females at the 
helm. She attended one of the first rallies for the Time’s Up move-
ment. “Things are going in the right direction in terms of inclu-
sivity,” she says. “I’ve always worked with a lot of female directors, 
before it was a zeitgeisty conversation. The difference now is that 
everybody is talking about it. People are conscious about repre-
senting women.” When I ask whether she has ever experienced 
sexism, or even racism, in the industry she speeds over her answer. 
“I don’t think I have consciously experienced anything. Some-
times you don’t always know the conversations that go on. I could 
have unconsciously been subjected to that.” She then adds hastily: 
“What I’m saying is basically no, thankfully not, but sometimes 
you don’t know how decisions are made and people’s unconscious 
bias.” She is being diplomatic, but I suspect there is more to the 
answer than she is letting on. Still, we move on. 

Mbatha-Raw grew up in Witney, Oxfordshire, “the Shire”, as she 
calls it. She is an only child — her British mother, Anne, worked  
as a nurse and her South African father, Patrick, a doctor. They 
divorced when she was three. She saw her father regularly and 
spoke to him every day, but was raised by her mum, to whom she 
is still incredibly close. Being an only child raised by a single 
mother made her more independent, she says. “You have to be 
quite adaptable and know how to look after yourself. People tend 
to think that only children are spoilt, but from my experience 
that’s far from the truth. You’ve not got any siblings to lean on.” A 
straight-A student, at school she was “a bit of an overachiever, to 
everyone else’s annoyance — quite academic. I was head girl when 
I was 17.” She performed from a young age. “Ballet, tap, jazz, 
drama clubs. As an only child, I was always involved in extracur-
ricular activities. That’s where I found my playmates, my siblings.” 

She landed a place at the prestigious drama school Rada when 
she was 18, with a full scholarship, and after graduating found TV 
and theatre work, which led to parts on Broadway. Hollywood 
wasn’t far behind. Belle prompted a call from Oprah Winfrey.  
“I didn’t recognise the number, so I let it go to voicemail,” 
Mbatha-Raw says. “She left a message saying that I was a breath 
of fresh air and that she wanted to support the film. I kept that 
voicemail for so long. I don’t know where it is now!” The gratitude 
diary was Winfrey’s idea. “It’s a lovely, grounding thing to do,” she 
says. “A good attitude checker, to reflect and make sure I’m looking 
at things in a positive way.” Staying grounded is important to 
Mbatha-Raw and was instilled in her from a young age. “Having 
one parent from Africa who has a different global perspective  
on the world helped,” she says. “Nothing ever landed in my lap.  
I have always worked for things.” 

We know very little about Mbatha-Raw’s private life. She lives 
with a casting-director friend, so I assume there isn’t a long-term 
boyfriend. Are you single, I ask? “I’d rather not say.” She reportedly 
dated fellow actor Harry Lloyd, but will neither confirm nor deny. 
“I think you’ve got to protect a part of yourself in this business,” 
she says. “I want people to be able to believe me in different roles. 
I think if you know too much about somebody, you see them as 
that person you think you know from what you read about them.” 
I suggest that, like it or not, perhaps the public knowing a little 
more about her life could lead to the right kind of attention, that 
more public awareness could create more appetite — more roles, 
even? She shakes her head. She does, however, light up when talk 

turns to fashion. Brands adore her; she adores 
clothes and isn’t afraid to have fun with them — 
colourful Gucci, billowing Erdem and shim-
mering Emilia Wickstead. 

Recently she attended her first show at Paris 
fashion week, where she met Miuccia Prada (“an 
amazing experience”), and she wore Miu Miu to 
the New York premiere of Motherless Brooklyn, 
a gorgeous film noir detective drama set in  
the 1950s, directed by Edward Norton, in which 
she plays an “unexpected and complex” lawyer 
finding her place between the jazz scene in 
which she grew up and the politically and 
racially charged landscape. At the film’s world 
premiere in September she wore a white outfit 
by Rodarte with tiny black bells: “So bold and 
original. The bells jingled when I walked, 
reminding me not to take it too seriously! I love 
dressing up for the red carpet.” 

In February 2018, she collected an MBE for 
services to drama from the Prince of Wales; she 
wore a cream dress with navy polka dots by Burb-
erry and a pillbox hat. “That was quite fun,”  
she says. “You have to wear a hat, it’s protocol. I’d 
never really worn one apart from a beanie or a 
fedora, certainly not a wedding-y type hat.” The 
medal is at her mum’s house, still in its box.  
“She likes showing it off,” Mbatha-Raw laughs, 
cringing at the acclaim as only a true Brit would.

Espressos drunk and the bill paid, my time is 
up. She’s making the most of being in the UK by 
catching up with school friends before jetting 
back to America. Next year, among other roles, 
she will appear in Come Away, a Peter Pan 
prequel starring Angelina Jolie. As her career 
soars, what are her plans for her romantic 
future? “I’m a huge believer in love, and a great 
romantic,” she says. “Kids aren’t on my imme-
diate radar. Maybe one day, if it felt right. But 
not right now. I’m sort of not fussed about 
getting married. I don’t have that romantic 
attachment to the idea of a wedding. There are 
many other ways to express your commitment 
in this day and age. And, in terms of the wedding 
dress, I get to wear fancy dresses for work, which 
means I get to be bridezilla periodically!” ▪ 
@ScarRoseRussell

The Morning Show starts on Apple TV+ on Friday. 
Motherless Brooklyn is released on December 6
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