








toowomanly. She had a big rear . . .\Well, it
should have been the other way around, with
big. . .shoulders! Youhadtobea
hermaphrodite to be on The Avengers!”

Atrial episode was shot with firstchoice,
Elizabeth Shepherd, butwhen she proved
physically unsuitable for the role, further
screen tests were carried out. "Eventually,
they chose Diana Rigg. The two of us just
clicked, and itworked. When Diana took over
from Honor Blackman, she was given the
most frightful reviews. Now she's one of the
greatactresses of the world. AfterI'd been
warking with Diana for about five episodes,
my agent asked if they didn't think they
should give me a share of the profits. They
said, ‘Share ofthe profits| No, he's out. We'll
getayounger and better man.’ We were all
very insecure in those days. Anyway, we
finally agreed on twe and a half percent of the
profits, which | think over the years has
garnered me maybe alittle more than $500!
Butthe show became sortofacult.”

One of the greatest attributes of the
Macnee/Rigg Avengers was the relationship
between their characters. As Macnee recalls,
“She was wonderful to work with and we
shared a mutual obsession for detail. We
deliberately set out to contrive a new and
different relationship from the one | had
shared with Cathy Gale. We used a sort of
shorthand in our communication and we
evolved a style of playing two-handed scenes
for comedy. We put Emma and Steedin
routine situations, like having a meal or
playing a game of chess. They would casually
discuss some mastermind's plantorule the
waorld at the same time as serving the soup!”

The question of a possible sexual 2
relationship between Steed and his female
partners was often a point of some
controversy. "We tack the sex rélationship
for granted. By the mid-60s, the Pill was part
oflife, so it was accepted that Emma and
Steed slepttogether, butwe simply didn't
dwell on it. Because we didn't have to bother
about sex, we could get on with the plot.”

Qddly enough, Macnee disagrees with the
general opinionthat The Avengersis an
example of good writing and clever dialogue.
“There was no good writing, there wasno
clever dialogue. DiRigg and | used to write all
our own scenes because it was so badly
written. They were written as rather ordinary
thrillers, to be honest. The writers chose very
clevertopics, like having a robot man way
before people thought of robots, ete.

~Butwhat we really did, and | say ‘we’
advisedly, was to see what would happen if
we took these perfectly straight storiesand
then made them ever so slightly ludicrous —
because we thoughtthat life was ludicrous
anyway, whichitis! To stay alive at all, you
have to be slightly mad — but you also hadto
be basically cool. We used that, we tiltedita
bit, we made it funny, and the show worked.”

Macnee also has his own theory as to what
made The Avengers such a success. “The
only reason it became successful I think, is
because it was different, although itwasn’t
that great. Also, the woman were
representative, in a comic strip sort of farm,
of women coming into their own. It was also
very stylishly directed and the people who
worked on it happened to be extraordinary.
Allthose people contrived to make a show
that was way ahead of itstime. Of course, it's
been imitated to death ever since.”

In 1967, Linda Thorson replaced Diana
Rigg. For the next 30 episodes she partnered
Macnee, as Tara King— the black leather cat
suits were gone butthe toughness wasn't. In
1969 The Avengerscame to anend. v

Following the last episode, Macnee left to
settlein California. He also toured Australia
and New Zealand in a production of The

Secratary Bird. On returning to the United
States he commenced a sixteen month runin
the Broadway production of Sleuth. “| believe
Sleuthwas my personal turning point as an
actor. | think it made me stronger. For the first
time inyears, | realised| could do morethan
lift a bowler and dash about as Steed.”

In 1976, Patrick Macnee agreed to return to
the character of John Steedin The New
Avengers, althoughin this variation he was
partnered not only a beautiful woman but
also another male operative, played by
Gareth Hunt. The series lacked much ofthe
werve and inventiveness of the original,
although Steed was his usual urbane selfand
Purdey (Joanna Lumley) managed to build
something of a cult following. The new show,
backed by French maney, rantwo seasons
with latter episodes being made completely
inCanada.

Since the demise of The Avengers, both old
and New, Patrick Macnee, like so many actors
who have become strongly associated with
one character, has found it difficult to be
considered for other roles. | losta partinthe
Mississippi TV series because of it. A director,
who had directed me in 15Avengers
episodes, said, 'Oh no, wecan’thave Macnee,
he's too identified with The Avengers!™”

More recently, Macnee has been involved
in a half hour situation comedy for American
TV, called Empire. He appears in six episodes
of the show, playing the head of a company in
aWatergate-type spoof. He has also
appeared in several features over the last few
years, although he views therm som ewhat
negatively—with one exception—Joe Dante’s
The Howiling, in which he pl ayeda
werewolfipsychiatrist. “Television, | view asa
living. Movies. . . thatl amin, if you take the
titles and the type of them, except for The
Howiing, have been mostly unrel d.Butl
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TV} inflicts one's dreadful movies upon one!”

Although Macnee is also experienced on
the production side, it's notan area that
particularly excites him today. "l did it once
on aunique project. | don‘twant to do that,
I'm just an actor. If you're an actor, you just
actwhat comas along. That's really how it
works. To be an actor, you're just on the end
of a phone, you have to wait until people ring
you up. It'sthe most humiliating jobinthe
whale world. But, justto do it well
oceasionally is exciting.”

His attitude towards his career and his
involvement with The Avengers, today, is
somewhat philosophical. "It was a thing of
the 60s and we were ahead of ourtime. The
thing that | gave to the show was the
endurance to actually be there, When people
talkto me about The Avengers, I'm delighted
thatthey found itinteresting, butto me, it's as
if you suddenly said, 'Didn‘t you get a first in
histary when you were at college?” | say: let's
do something in the 80s that is ahead of its
time. If 'm going to do a series, | wantitto be
new."”

Following his appearance in the Empire
series, Macnee has returned to England after
living and working for ten years in the United
States. He will be next seen as Friar Tuckina
remake of Robin Hood. “You've caught me at
atimewhen I'm doing some interesting
things ... if one's always trying to discover
new things, then it's fun, but to just sit back,
dwelling onthe past. . . Inthe lastten years,
I've spent a lotof time with my children—
that's been good - because | didn’t spend
much time with them when they were young.
I've lived a life rather than pursued a career." Il

Partions of this feature were taken from aninterview
with Patrick Macnee which was conducted by
Jean-Marc and Randy Lofficier in California,

made them purely because somebody
offered them to me. The inception of cable

1983, Grateful acknowledgement is
extendedto thern for theirkind permissionto
include them im this feature,
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