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They always admired each other from afar but when Rachel Griffiths 
and Deborah Mailman finally joined forces in TV’s Total Control  

they were not only in fan-girl heaven, they became instant friends.
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T
hey are two giants 
of Australian show 
business, both 
revered for their 
gutsy choices and 
prodigious acting 
chops, and yet 
when Rachel 

Griffiths and Deborah Mailman came 
together for the first time to star in 
the ABC’s Total Control in 2019 they 
were a quaking mess. Not only were 
they terrified to be carrying the 
weight of this bold political drama on 
their shoulders, but they desperately 
wanted to do each other justice. 

“I just think she’s the bees’ knees 
and I had to get over my fan-girling  
at the beginning because – s***, I’m 
working with Rachel Griffiths, I’ve  
got to step up, I’ve got to bring my  
A game in!” Deborah explains, still 
tingling from finishing series two 
which, as we speak, is mid-editing and 
she has yet to see.

When I tell her Rachel felt exactly 
the same about her, she collapses into 
giggles – which I soon discover is a 
regular state for Deb, that and a wide 
smile that breaks out uncontrollably 
and makes her eyes literally twinkle. 

“I worship the ground she walks 
on,” Rachel tells me separately. “I 
remember being sooo nervous on the 
first day that I was on with Deb. Then 
Deb’s saying, ‘I’m really nervous’ and  
I said, ‘so am I, darling’. She replied, 
‘what are you nervous for?’” 

It sounds like a line from an 
Absolutely Fabulous script but having 
hung out with these two off set and 
on, there’s nothing fake about their 
boundless admiration for each other’s 
work, the friendship that immediately 
sparked or their grounded, no airs and 
graces Aussie-ness. 

It’s simple. “She gets me and I get 
her,” explains Deb. “I’ve loved her work 
ever since she debuted with Muriel’s 
Wedding. Just a powerhouse performance. 
I love how she’s really mapped out the 
sort of choices she’s made for herself 
as an actor, and now she’s producing 
and directing I just think she’s amazing. 
She’s a good person, too. She’s a fun 
girl. As crazy as the rest of us.”

While the characters they play are 
pretty fierce, steely in their ambition 
while battered en route to the top, it 
didn’t stop the two actors having a 
laugh bringing them to screen. 

“We did have quite a few moments 
where we’d just lose it, especially  
I think because we are being these 
grown-up, serious women,” confesses 
Rachel. “Deb’s such a gorgeous giggler 
and I always get the afternoon sillies, 
after 4pm when the snakes come 
around. If anyone gives me more than 
two red snakes within 15 minutes  
I just can’t keep it together.”

“I was corpsing all the time. 

Films with an outline for a drama with 
a First Nations political activist at its 
heart. It was something that had been 
swirling around her head for decades 
but she put on ice while she was 
pursuing her career in America. 

Now properly settled with her artist 
husband, Andrew Taylor, and their 
three children – Banjo, Clementine 
and Adelaide – back on Australian soil 
and eager to expand to work behind 
the camera as well, Rachel harnessed 
her thoughts into a dynamic pitch. 

“I pitched them this quite operatic 
idea that was really about the 
intersection of race and gender in 

Australian politics,” she 
recalls. “I first had the idea  
in my 20s, watching [former 
Australian Senators] Natasha 
Stott Despoja and women like 
Nova Peris and Cheryl Kernot, 
who I grew up with, and being 
really aware that women in 
Australian politics always 
seem to end up thrown under  
a bus, even if they were 

competent and 
experienced and 
very well liked. 
Somehow, they 
either ended up 
holding the bag  
or being really 
gendered out and 
very much copping 
– particularly if 
they were young 
women – a very 
sexualised form  

of abuse and trolling. My idea was 
about an Indigenous woman who  
is helicoptered into government, 
having had deep community service 
experiences. She’s not a political 
staffer with all that trained university 
politics, that treadmill that we all hear 
about. She comes in very left of field 
and brings down a government.” 

Having studied politics at university 
herself before becoming an actor, 
Rachel confesses at heart she’s a 
political junkie. “When I was 19  
I thought ‘I’ll be a Democrat senator 
and hold the balance of power’. But 
they were just the narcissistic dreams 

Rachel’s right, I am a stupid giggler,” 
says Deb, suppressing a chortle.  
“Some actors know how to stay in the 
moment. I’m the opposite. If anything 
distracts me or I find funny, I go there, 
which is a terrible thing to do when 
the camera’s rolling.”

They did keep it together, though, 
and having managed a sneak peek  
of the rough cuts, I can exclusively 
reveal this second series is even more 
powerful than the first, and has a 
finale that will shock Australia. 

The concept for the whole show 
actually came from Rachel, who went 
to TV production company Blackfella 

Above: Alex 
Irving (Deborah 
Mailman) talks 
politics with 
former PM 
Rachel Anderson 
(Rachel Griffiths). 
Right: Behind  
the scenes with 
director Wayne 
Blair and Deb 
Mailman. 

24  The Australian Women’s Weekly

TH
IS

 P
AG

E:
 P

H
O

TO
G

RA
PH

Y 
BY

 L
IS

A 
TO

M
AS

ET
TI

. H
AI

R 
BY

 B
RA

D
 M

U
LL

IN
S.

 M
AK

E-
U

P 
BY

 K
AT

IE
 A

N
G

U
S 

AN
D

 M
IC

H
EL

LE
 D

U
BE

. O
PP

O
SI

TE
: D

EB
O

RA
H

 W
EA

RS
 

BI
RD

 &
 K

N
O

LL
 D

RE
SS

 A
N

D
 S

EN
SO

 H
EE

LS
. R

AC
H

EL
 W

EA
RS

 J
AC

 +
 J

AC
K 

SI
LK

 S
H

IR
T 

AN
D

 P
AN

TS
, L

IN
D

EN
 C

O
O

K 
N

EC
KL

AC
ES

 A
N

D
 W

IT
C

H
ER

Y 
H

EE
LS

 (W
O

RN
 

TH
RO

U
G

H
O

U
T)

. P
RE

VI
O

U
S 

PA
G

E:
 D

EB
O

RA
H

 W
EA

RS
 E

T 
AL

 D
RE

SS
, D

IN
O

SA
U

R 
D

ES
IG

N
S 

EA
RR

IN
G

S 
AN

D
 C

O
S 

H
EE

LS
. R

AC
H

EL
 W

EA
RS

 M
A

X
 M

A
RA

 S
U

IT
. 

Cover story



of a young girl craving power and 
influence, having felt that she had 
none,” she laughs. That said, I suspect 
Rachel reignited a few of those dreams 
in this production and then set them 
on fire with a healthy dose of realism. 

“When I presented it, I wasn’t 
pitching a female prime minister 
character at all; that was all Darren 
[Dale, the company director of 
Blackfella Films and producer of Total 
Control] who felt that a conservative, 
female, white prime minister would be 
such a great antagonist because she 
would also carry all that she’s endured 
to get that leadership position. To this 
day no Australian woman has led a 
conservative party so it’s a kind of 
what-if as well.” 

Darren saw Rachel in the role, which 
she was surprised at. “When I was 
imagining the show, I wasn’t in it at 
all. But then it turned out to be one  
of the best roles I’ve ever played.” 
Deborah Mailman, however, was 
always in their sights for the lead 
character of Alex. 

“If you have an actor of the capacity 
of Deb Mailman, who somehow allows 
people to go with her wherever she 
goes, you just follow her as an 
audience, you walk in her shoes, it’s  
a very, very rare gift. It’s not one  
I have and I don’t say that humbly,” 
says Rachel “I know what my talent  
is as an actor. But people will just  
go down any river, up through any 
forest, up any mountain, feeling  
what she’s feeling. 

“The fact that Deborah had never 
had a lead role on Australian TV is a 
travesty because I think in America, 
when you have an actor of that talent, 
who’s so popular, someone will write 
them a show.” 

Wayne Blair, who directs this second 
series of Total Control and also plays 
the new character of Indigenous MP 
Paul Murphy, first met Deb in 1995 
when they were both training to be 
actors in Queensland. In the years 
since, they have worked together  
many times and become close friends.

“There’s a realness to Deb,” he 
explains. “She has a natural warmth 
that you just can’t help but gravitate 

to and you can’t teach that.” 
Wayne feels his stars certainly 

aligned in this show with the powerful 
combination of Deb and Rachel. 

“Oh yeah; hashtag blessed to be 
working in a show with Rachel Griffiths 
and Deb Mailman, what an incredible 
opportunity,” he smiles. “They are both 
good collaborators in different ways 
and that’s what makes them so special. 
You don’t get a job like this very often 
where you’re working with a family.  
It’s second to none.”

Although bashful in the face of 
praise, Deb agrees it was a pretty 
unique set to work on. 

“Rachel and I are different in our 
processes, but we work so bloody well 
together, really well. There’s one 
particular scene I was looking forward 
to in this filming. It’s when my character, 
Alex, and her character, Rachel, finally 
come together after the aftermath of 
season one and lock eyes.” 

By way of a recap in the nail-biting 
finale, Senator Alex Irving engineered 
a remarkable coup betraying Prime 
Minister Rachel Anderson and joining 
the opposition leader, the deeply 
untrustworthy Laurie Martin, played 
by William McInnes. As series two 
opens, Rachel’s career is in tatters and 
Alex appears to have the power, and 
as they meet again, all that double-
dealing is smouldering. 

“It’s an explosive scene, it’s an 
emotional scene, they’re both so 
incredibly raw and it’s so well 
written,” Deb says. “I was like ‘yes, 
yes, yes, this is where we get to play’, 
and we did, and it was so much fun.”

Deborah lives in NSW and Rachel  
in Victoria and when The Weekly 
reunites them (pre-COVID lockdown) 
for our shoot, they are away –
laughing, singing and catching up. 

“If I lived nearer I’d have a weekly 
drink with her, for sure. But she lives 
regional and I live in Melbourne  
and our families are very much our 
focus,” says Rachel. “I think that’s the 
gorgeous thing – you become a family 
on shows that have magic chemistry 
like this one. You might not see  
each other for a year and you walk in 
and it’s all still there. Deb makes me  

a better actor, a better human.”
The first series netted a trifecta  

of AACTA (Australian Academy of 
Cinema and Television Art) awards, 
including best leading actress for Deb 
and best supporting for Rachel. Both 
actors are previous multi-award 
winners but this was a first leading 
role gong for Deborah, whose wins for 
The Secret Life of Us, Redfern Now and 
The Sapphires, to name just a few, 
were all for secondary characters. 

I ask Deb if she felt pressured being 
the centre of the show for the first time. 
She is pretty much in every scene.  
“Ooh yeah,” she replies immediately.  
“I really enjoy that sort of supporting 
role because you’re not responsible for 
the beginning, middle and end and the 
whole arc of it. You’re not carrying that 
weight, so you can dash in and out of 
the narrative. Being the main character 
was terrifying. Absolutely terrifying.

“Right at the beginning it brought 
all my insecurities to the surface 
and it wasn’t until we really started 
getting into the work that I was able 
to calm myself and find my feet. When 
you’re just in your head, prior to the 
cameras rolling and rehearsals, that’s 
probably one of the loneliest and the 
hardest spaces for me because my 
thoughts are really chaotic. I doubt 
myself. I’m always thinking, can  
I really do this?”

At times like this Deborah relies  
on her training and her friends. “I’ve 
definitely got some mates who really 
do care and make sure I’m okay, so  
I’m able to talk truthfully. And my 
husband, Matt, he hears it all the time. 
There’s not much he can say but ‘you’ll 
be fine’, and I know I’m always fine, 
but it’s very much a process for me.”

Childhood influence 
Deborah Mailman was raised in 
Queensland’s mining town of Mt Isa, 
the youngest of five children. Her late 
father, Wally, a Bidjara man, was a 
celebrated rodeo champion who her 
Maori mum, Jane, met while he was 
touring. Filming in country Australia 
– Winton in season one and Broken 
Hill in season two – took Deborah 

“Deb is such a gorgeous 
giggler ... she makes  
me a better human.”

– Rachel Griffiths
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right back to her childhood. “That part 
of the country felt like home to me. 
Mt Isa is a much bigger place but the 
landscape and the sunsets are no 
different. It was beautiful to go back 
there and it got me a little bit 
homesick. In another 500 kilometres  
I could have been home!” she says. 

“Those scenes with cattle were 
awesome. My dad was a cowboy, a bull 
rider and we grew up at the Mt Isa rodeo 
grounds with horses at home. Dad was 
pretty much born in the saddle so we 
were always surrounded by that world.”

Deb was a shy schoolgirl who 
struggled with her body image and 
self-esteem, but says acting was her 
saviour. “Drama was the one subject 
that allowed me to be me,” she 
explains. “I was already imaginative  
as a kid, so it encouraged that sense  
of play. Drama brought me out of that 
quiet little kid. It allowed me to find 
my confidence and my voice.”

Her siblings all went into work in 
areas related to mining, but Deborah 
knew her path would be different and 
wasn’t scared to follow her dream to  
be an actor. She trained for three years 
at QUT’s Academy of the Arts and 
grabbed every opportunity to learn. 

“I thought, I’m not sure what I’m 
doing. I’m just going to say ‘yes’ to 
everything right now,” she laughs.  
“I was part of this company – all women 
– where we’d go into the Brisbane Mall 
at lunchtime and do mime. We’d 
perform in silence with fabulous 
costumes and walk through the mall.”

Backing her was mum Jane. “She’s 
definitely the most influential person 
in my life,” says Deb. “Even though I 
was a bit of a daddy’s girl, Mum was 
there for me every step of the way. 
When I said I want to be an actor, my 
parents didn’t even blink. There was  
a lot of trust from them in knowing 
what I wanted to do. I’d catch the 
Greyhound bus, 24-and-a-half hours 
from Mt Isa to Brisbane, and they 
were just so supportive. 

“Mum’s no fuss. She’s so incredibly 
calm with the kindest, most incredible 
soul. She’s a homebody and I’m very 
much like that. Dad loved people and 
going out, whereas Mum and I were at 

home and that was our place together. 
Because I was the youngest I ended up 
being the only one in the house with 
Mum and Dad, which was fabulous 
and a lot of that time while Dad was 
still working it was just me and Mum 
chilling. Making cups of tea and 
chatting, or not chatting at all. It’s  
the one thing I treasure more than 
anything and I hold on to more than 
anything – that quiet place.” 

Rachel Griffiths’ childhood couldn’t 
have been more different. Raised with 
two brothers, Rachel’s father left the 
family home when she was 11, leaving 
her art teacher mother to raise her 
three children alone. “I remember the 
day he left like it was two hours ago. 
Every detail of that moment. I was in 
sixth grade. At the time everyone just 
carried on and no one talked about it. 

“He was a very difficult man; I’m 
not saying he should have stayed. Life 
was a lot less stressful without him 
but children weren’t really asked 
about their feelings and I think we all 
took a shut-down mentality. It was 
miserable. It would have been nice if 
he’d written a cheque in the next 
eight years! Mum had a very difficult 
time – to be a Catholic, divorced 
woman in Brighton [Victoria] in the 
family she was born into was hard.  
When my father left I believe I was the 
only person in my class in my Catholic 
school that had a divorced mother. 

“But I adored my grandmother, who 
I was very close to, and my cousins.  
We lived a few blocks apart and I dearly 
loved my girl cousins, because I was 
the only girl in my family. I was always 
running between my grandmother’s 
house and my cousins’. My 
grandmother was always sharing 
family stories that I cherish now.”

When Rachel and husband Andrew 
decided to move back to Australia in 
2012 she wanted their three children 
to have that special relationship with 
their cousins and wider family. 

“I know Andrew had a very similar 
experience with his grandparents,  
so it was all about that, and our 
mothers do share those stories with 
the children. It’s so important not  
to be this kind of floating, weird  

island on the other side of the world.”
While in the US Rachel forged an 

impressive career, but Hollywood has 
so far eluded Deborah. 

“With The Sapphires there was a little 
bit of hype around that and certainly  
at the time we had The Weinstein 
Company backing us, so we travelled 
to New York,” says Deb. She actually 
met Harvey in person and while nothing 
significant happened she says she wasn’t 
surprised to hear about the subsequent 
revelations surrounding his conduct. 

“It was nothing I witnessed, but I just 
think as an industry as a whole there’s  
a lot of stuff that has been pushed or 
ignored and I can imagine, very much 
like parliament. I think people of power, 
like Harvey, get away with a lot.”

Deb says she would love the chance 
to be involved in a big overseas 
production but her heart belongs to 
Australia. “I love working in the 
Australian film industry. I love our 
stories. This is where I want to be. 
They’re stories that matter to me.”

Will she be working again with 
Rachel? “Oh yes, any time I’ll work 
with that girl! ” 

Next year Deb turns 50 but she says 
she’s not one to celebrate. “When I 
was 40 it was Matt my husband who 
threw a surprise party. I would have 
just hit 40 in a very quiet way, maybe 
a few drinks and a takeaway, but  
he surprised me, calling up all my 
mates and threw a surprise party in 
Redfern. It was pretty amazing and 
beautiful. But if I’m going to do 
anything for 50, if the world opens up 
again and it’s safe to travel, I’d love to 
go somewhere really lovely and be 
with Matt and the boys [sons Henry 
and Oliver] and just chill out.

“If Matthew’s planning something, 
great. But I’m one to go, I’d love a 
weekend away somewhere with my 
family or just go back home to 
Queensland and spend it with my 
mum. That would do me. I’ve never cared 
about age, I don’t really see it in people 
… but 50, that sounds quite significant! 
I’m excited. I’m very excited.” AWW 

Total Control series 2 screens on ABC and 
ABC iview from November 7 at 8.30pm. 

“Drama was the 
one subject that 
allowed me to  
be me, to find  

my voice.”
– Deborah Mailman
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