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Suicide Squad isn’t just a new twist 

on the superhero-movie genre. It is, 

as director David Ayer puts it, 

“Comic-Book Movie 2.0” 

words nICk De seMlyen
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ome movie sets have a tea  
trolley. Suicide Squad has a gun trolley. 
Pushed around Toronto’s Pinewood 
Studios by a former SWAT officer named 
Mike, it groans under the weight of 
enough ordnance to recreate the final 
reel of Commando. This includes an 
M320 grenade launcher, equipped with 
“Day/Night Sight” for nocturnal use.  
A Chiappa Rhino revolver, customised 
with alternating “LOVE”/“HATE” motif  
on the chamber. And the colossal single- 
use M72 Light Anti-Tank Weapon  
which Empire has just been handed  
by David Ayer.

“Never aim at anything you don’t 
intend to destroy,” chides the Navy 
submariner-turned-Hollywood director, 
as we wobbily point the state-of-the-art 
cannon towards a gaggle of grips. He 
surveys the mobile armoury. “Do we 
have enough guns on this show? That 
one you got’s really comfortable. But  
this is fucking sick.”

The “this” in question is actually  
a person. In fact, it’s Will Smith. Dressed 

captured and forced by the government 
(in that first run, Ronald Reagan himself ) 
to undertake insanely dangerous 
black-ops missions? 

Since then, DC Comics has  
run many variations on the theme. 
Deadshot and the Joker’s shrink-turned-
mistreated-girlfriend Harley Quinn have 
been mainstays of the unit officially 

known as Task Force X, while such 
oddities as King Shark (an actual shark), 
KGBeast (big, Russian) and Count 
Vertigo (makes people feel dizzy) have 
rotated in and out. But the notion of  
a movie didn’t gain serious traction  
until May 2014.

“We were in Michigan, where  
we’d just started shooting Batman V 

as super-assassin Deadshot, he’s  
strolled over to see why an idiot is waving 
a bazooka around. Among the multiple 
firearms strapped to his body armour are  
a pair of wrist-mounted, gripless Glocks. 
Capable of spewing real bullets, they’re 
triggered by Smith’s thumbs via an 
innovative system involving air tubes 
and a pneumatic actuator. He’s basically 
part-man, part-gun.

“Hey, we’re going to a bad place 
where bad things are happening,” Smith 
grins between sips of a bucket-sized 
banana smoothie. “We gotta stay ready.”

Steered by Ayer, the man behind  
the R-rated likes of Fury and End Of 
Watch, Suicide Squad promises a 
tougher, fresher take on superpowers. 
But its roots go back several decades.  
In 1959, comic book The Brave And The 
Bold #25, written by Robert Kanigher, 
first used the phrase “Suicide Squad”  
to describe a team of adventurers who 
battle dinosaurs and giants. In 1987, 
John Ostrander refined the concept: 
what if a group of supervillains were 

➞ “I was just thinking,” 
says Jared leto at  
the start of his phone 
conversation with 
Empire, “that the Joker 
would probably just say, 
‘Fuck you,’ and hang up.” 
Fortunately, leto is not 
the Joker. At least, not 
right now. It’s already the 
stuff of legend, how the 
43-year-old became Mr. J 
throughout the six-month 
Suicide Squad shoot. He 
sent bullets to Will smith, 
a rat to Margot Robbie,  
a dead hog to the crew. 
He assigned Jim Parrack, 
the actor playing 
henchman Jonny Frost, 
random errands at all 
hours, including spray-
painting roses black and 
filling a backpack with 
nine-inch nails. And  
he never once broke 
character, prompting 
smith to tell us, “I’ve 
literally never met Jared.”

“There was definitely 
a period of... detachment,” 
leto reflects. It’s his very 
first interview about the 
role and we’ve caught 
him on tour with his band 
Thirty seconds To Mars. 
Which explains his 

unexpected location: 
Greece, wandering the 
Acropolis at 11pm local 
time. “I took a pretty deep 
dive. But this was a unique 
opportunity and I couldn’t 
imagine doing it another 
way. It was fun, playing 
those psychological 
games. But at the same 
time it was very painful, 
like giving birth out of  
my prick-hole.”

spending night after 
night alone, leto listened 
to gospel music from the 
1920s (“I always get the 
sense that the Joker  
may be much older than 
people think”) and read 
literature on shamans. 
His take on the clown 
(tattooed, with Orville-
green hair) is a live-wire 
nutjob. “It’s something 
different,” he promises. 
“If you don’t break rules, 
you’re not going to strike 
new ground.” 

We ask if all this 
Method Joking requires  
a cooling-down period. 
There’s a quick burst of 
laughter — from leto, 
Joker, or both. “I think  
I’ll be cooling down for 
the rest of my life.”

Aka Mr. J
Played by Jared leto

speciality Chaos

H
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Killer croc (Adewale  

Akinnuoye-Agbaje) 

and harley (margot 

robbie), on the loose.

Shooting a scene in 

Arkham Asylum. note 

possibly psychotic 

teddy bear.  

director david Ayer 

briefs Viola davis in  

a briefing-room set. 

that’s a lot of briefing.
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Superman,” explains producer Charles 
Roven. “We were figuring out our path 
through the expanding DC Justice 
League universe. Then David Ayer came 
in and pitched his take on Suicide Squad. 
It had this darkness and edge, while  
still tonally in the zone of what we’re 
trying to do with these movies. And  
it’s impossible that you could get a big 
tentpole picture from pitch to start  
of principle photography any faster  
than we did.” 

While simultaneously editing  
World War II tank epic Fury, Ayer wrote 
the script at a furious clip. His first 
challenge: picking which Squaddies to 
enrol. “Between the old series and (2011 
reboot) New 52, there are probably 100 
characters,” he says. “I don’t know why, 
but the first I connected with was Harley. 
When you follow her story, it’s about her 
breaking free of the Joker and becoming 
this fully actualised, independent 
person. That really is a metaphor for 
everyone’s journey here.”

His second challenge: reinventing 
the Joker. In The Dark Knight, Heath 
Ledger played the clown as a wild- 
card loner. Roven, who also produced 
that film, describes Jared Leto’s new 
incarnation as “more social... A very 
successful and smart businessman, 
besides being a sociopath.” The character 
remains shrouded in mystery — Empire 
is politely barred from the set for a scene 
involving Leto and a huge rotating 
gimbal — but we do know the following: 
we’ll see him in Arkham Asylum; his 
trippy, fancy-dress-clad henchmen 
include a panda, a weeping baby and  
a giant eyeball; gonzo director Alejandro 
Jodorowsky was a design influence; and 
his costumes/bling were inspired by 
Mexican cartel bosses. “The Joker is the 
third rail of comic-book movies,” muses 
Ayer. “There’s a power to that character, 
and by some freaking miracle, through 
the incredible things Jared has done  
and the photography and all the other 
millions of things that went into it,  
we’ve cooked up something 
transcendent. He’s scary.” 

If Ayer has rebooted the Ace Of 
Knaves, he promises the rest of the film 
will feel just as fresh. “You know, all 
these movies are about defeating the evil 
alien robot from fucking Planet X, before 
it destroys the world with its ticking 
clock. And who the fuck cares? But you 
do a story about struggle and isolation 
and people who have been shit on, that 
suddenly get thrown this lifeline... that’s 
not so bad. I like to think of this as 
Comic-Book Movie 2.0.” H

Colonel Rick Flag
Played by Joel kinnaman

speciality strategic command

“Flag is the highest-level operator 
working for the government,” 

explains kinnaman. “He’s had lots  
of friends die and has killed many, 

many people.” Tough, then, but 
tough enough to babysit the suicide 

squad? “Deadshot gives him the 
most problems. Harley is easily 

distracted, but up for following orders 
if it means destroying things...”

killer Croc

Aka Waylon Jones
Played by Adewale Akinnuoye-Agbaje

speciality Brawn

As a child, Waylon Jones was beset 
by a disease that gave him reptilian 
skin. He saw a psychiatrist. And ate 

her. “He’s a cannibal with rage 
issues,” says Akinnuoye-Agbaje. 
“Although he only eats the most 
talented people. He’s picky.” His 

signature move? The croc-inspired 
death roll. “It’s absolutely brutal.” 

Diablo

Aka Chato santana
Played by Jay Hernandez

speciality Hellfire

Diablo is a former lA gang member 
who can summon infernal flames. 
“Most of these guys are happy to  

get out there and kill people,” says 
Hernandez, “but he just wants to 

stay out of the fight.” His Belle Reve 
cell is a giant, floodable metal tube: 
“I got water in my ears, nostrils and 

sinuses. But it looks great.”

dr. Quinzel, medicine 

Woman: harleen 

(margot robbie) takes  

a session with the 

Joker (Jared Leto).  
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➞ Suicide Squad marks 
the second movie to 
imbue Will smith with 
superpowers. Though 
while Hancock gave him 
flight, super-strength and 
eternal youth, this time 
he’s just a really, really 
damn good shot.

“On Bad Boys  
I trained in Miami with 
special-ops guys,” smith 
says, “but this is a whole 
other level. It took 20 
minutes to get all the 
equipment on, and the 
wrist-Glocks were kinda 
like a bra strap — it took 
a while to master. But the 
psychological component 
was much more difficult.  
I had to learn to get 
comfortable with the idea 
of killing a stranger.”

Deadshot may be  
a hitman, but he’s a hitman 
to root for. “As the movie 
opens, he has a really  
big career score,” smith 
says. “He’s looking to 
turn over a new leaf with 
his daughter after the hit, 
but it goes wrong. It goes 
terribly, terribly wrong. 
And it lands him in Belle 
Reve for life.” Instead  
of retirement, he finds 

himself stuck with earth’s 
most gnarly ne’er-do-
wells. “Harley is the 
biggest troublemaker,  
but Deadshot’s actually 
eyeballing her a little bit. 
There’s a pretty ragged 
romantic triangle there.”

His first big ensemble 
piece since Independence 
Day, smith describes the 
cast as having “magical 
chemistry”. He even 
wielded an ink-gun to 
tattoo “skWAD” onto 
Joel kinnaman’s arm  
at the wrap party. “Will 
has many, many talents, 
[but] tattooing is not one 
of them,” commented 
kinnaman below his 
Instagram pic. “It was  
like watching a drunk 
baby fly a helicopter.” 

smith howls with 
laughter at the memory. 
Though he admits he 
found it difficult keeping 
up with some of his 
co-stars. “listen, I think 
I’m in my twenties, but  
on Suicide Squad it got 
really clear that I’m not. 
like, nobody went to 
sleep. ever. I was like, 
‘Guys, please, somebody 
take a nap!’” 

Aka Floyd lawton
Played by Will smith

speciality Marksmanship

➞ If you recently stayed 
at a Toronto hotel and 
decided to hit the spa, 
there’s a chance you’ve 
already met enchantress. 
And if so, it was likely  
an encounter that sent 
you running back to  
your room, screaming.  
“I decided that her domain 
was a warm, steamy lair,” 
explains Cara Delevingne, 
“so I spent a lot of time  
in the hotel steam room. 
Occasionally someone’s 
come in and I’ve just 
been on the floor in the 
corner, crawling around 
and doing creepy shit.  
I go, ‘sorry, bit weird!’  
But I’ve freaked out a few 
people, that’s for sure.”

eerie, unearthly, 
colossally powerful  
and adorned with  
nifty crescent-moon 
headpiece, enchantress 
is not a member of the 
suicide squad. The 
character, who made  
her comic-book debut in 
1966 under the excellent 
billing ‘The switcheroo 
Witcheroo’, is actually the 
alter ego of timid regular 
gal June Moone. “June  
is an adventure-seeker 

who’s always wanted 
some excitement,” 
explains Delevingne. 
“And she gets what  
she wished for, but in  
a terrible way. At the  
start of the movie she 
discovers a cave and 
finds something within.” 

In the comics, 
enchantress has been 
both a hero and a villain. 
It’s unclear which she’ll 
be in this movie. Her 
powers will draw the 
attention of Amanda 
Waller, but one thing’s  
for sure: no-one can  
truly control her. “she’s 
an ancient sorceress,” 
Delevingne says. “A feral 
being. she’s been trapped 
for so long and now  
she’s finally let out.” 

During her four hours 
in the make-up chair 
each day, the actress had 
plenty of time to access 
her own inner switcheroo 
Witcheroo. “I’d gather the 
accent, which is deeper 
and posher than June’s. 
And I’d blast nick Cave’s 
Red Right Hand, that 
song about the devil.  
Also a lot of Megadeth. 
Just evil stuff.”

Aka June Moone
Played by Cara Delevingne

speciality sorcery

                   ow tooled up with kit 
from the trolley, the entire Suicide 
Squad have assembled, like an anti-
Avengers, for a scene aboard a Chinook 
helicopter. Strapped into their seats and 
behaving, for the time being, are the 
dirty half-dozen: Deadshot (Smith), 
Diablo (Jay Hernandez), Boomerang  
(Jai Courtney), Slipknot (Adam Beach), 
Harley Quinn (Margot Robbie) and 
Killer Croc (Adewale Akinnuoye-
Agbaje). Count Vertigo, sadly, didn’t  
get the call.

Eyeing them suspiciously are  
a small cadre of Navy SEALs, led by 
straight-arrow commander Rick Flag 
(Joel Kinnaman). And as the wind and 
smoke machines are cranked up, one 
final figure strides up the ramp. It’s  
a last-minute addition to the team:  

the mask-wearing, sword-packing  
Katana (Karen Fukuhara). Unlike  
the others, who are being coerced  
via nanobombs injected into their  
necks, she’s a volunteer. 

“She’s got my back,” Flag informs  
the Squad. “I’d advise not getting killed 
by her — her sword traps the souls of  
its victims.”

Harley extends her hand, perky  
and smirky. “Harley Quinn, nice to 
meetcha. Love your perfume. What is 
that: Stench Of Death?”

The joy of Suicide Squad will  
lie in the interaction between these 
disparate reprobates, some of whom  
are metahumans with amazing abilities, 
some of whom are just good in a scrap. If 
a hit with viewers, each could potentially 
get a solo movie, or take on Batman in 
one of his forthcoming films (as spoiled 
by on-set iPhone snaps, the Caped 
Crusader will make a Caped Cameo). 
This movie, more even than Batman V 
Superman: Dawn Of Justice, will open  
up the DC universe like never before.

“It’s a monumental task just to track 
each character’s story,” says Ayer. “But 
the good news is that these guys all leap 
off the screen.”

Already the source of much 
obsession from her animated-series, 
comic-book and video-game appearances 
— Kevin Smith even named his daughter 
after her — Harley Quinn is destined to 

hit big. “She’s the fan fave,” says producer 
Richard Suckle. “Funny, crazy, scary... You 
can’t come up with enough adjectives to 
describe all the different things you see 
her do. And Margot is just incredible.”

But several others look capable of 
stealing the show. Not least the taciturn 
Killer Croc, a brute with the complexion, 
temperament and diet of a crocodile. H

June moone (cara 

delevingne), 

post-transformation, 

pre-shower.

“And then you  

shoot five more 

guys...” Ayer has  

a word with walking 

gun Will Smith. 

Amanda Waller  

has a nefarious 

dinner. note Ayer alum 

david harbour, right.
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➞ Impish bad girl Harley 
Quinn, the bubble-
blowing princess to the 
Joker’s Clown Prince of 
Crime, is already one of 
fiction’s most cosplayed 
characters. That’s only 
going to increase after 
the release of Suicide 
Squad — and Margot 
Robbie feels a bit guilty 
about it. “When I got the 
role I started looking up 
Harley costumes online, 
with my mum sitting next 
to me,” she laughs. “she 
was like, ‘My daughter  
is going to dress like  
a prostitute!’ There are  
a lot of angry mothers  
out there!” 

Suicide Squad’s 
Harley is tamer than 
some of the ones that 
strut Comic-Con, but  
still eye-catching. It’s an 
instantly iconic ensemble: 
bracelets (“I’ve got scars 
all over from them”), 
fishnets (“They rip all  
the time”) and towering 
boots (“They take 20 
minutes to lace up”), plus 
dyed hair, face tattoos 
and the very hottest of 
hot pants. “everything 

that looks cool is also the 
most difficult to wear,” 
Robbie says. “But when  
I came on set without it 
all on, everyone was like, 
‘you look weird. Go  
get dressed — this is 
freaking us out!’”

It could be the role  
of a lifetime for Robbie, 
who gets to play both 
Harleen Quinzel, the 
doctor assigned to probe 
the Joker’s psyche, and 
Harley, the result of his 
ghastly seduction. The 
actress has also been  
the main focus of Mr. J’s 
off-screen affections. 
“Jared sent me a rat,” 
she says. “A black one 
with cute white paws,  
like he’s wearing little 
socks. I named him Rat 
Rat and my assistant 
soph and I would sit 
down on the carpet with 
him and all drink tea.  
I passed Rat Rat onto  
Jai (Courtney), then  
he went to one of the 
girls in wardrobe. He’s 
now with Guillermo del 
Toro.” expect a casting 
announcement for 
Hellboy 3 any day now.

Aka Dr. Harleen Quinzel
Played by Margot Robbie

speciality Mischief

                       very squad needs 
goals. But if Ayer is happy to accept the 
men-on-a-mission-movie comparisons 
— “It’s The Dirty Dozen, but with comic 
supervillains” — he’s more circumspect 
when it comes to the mission itself. 
What he will share is this intel: “They’re 
after a high-value target that they have 
to go in and rescue. When they make the 
attempt, they realise that’s not the end.”

When asked who or what his 
expendables are facing, the director 
quips, “Donald Trump. His hair has 
magical powers.” Rest assured that there 
will be a surprising threat, something 
even more formidable than a Republican 
comb-over. But of more immediate 
concern to the Squad is their boss. “Fuck 
good versus bad,” says Ayer. “Bad versus 
evil is a lot more interesting. And 
Amanda Waller is the worst there is.”

How scary can Amanda be? Plenty 
scary. Waller is the wetwork specialist 
who runs Task Force X, and two-time 
Oscar nominee Viola Davis plays the  
role to the hilt: an iron fist in a titanium 
glove. “She’s relentless in her villainy,” 
says the actress. “When you look at her, 
there’s nothing that seems dangerous. 
Her only power is her intelligence and 
her complete lack of guilt. I read a great 
book called Confessions Of A Sociopath, 
which was frightening but very helpful. 
Read it with a glass of wine or two!”

And in case you were wondering, 
yes, Davis also got to visit Mike and his 
gun trolley. “I can now shoot, unload, 
reload and shoot again, all in six 
seconds,” she beams. “High-powered 
weapons are very exhilarating.” 

 Suicide Squad iS out on auguSt 5, 2016,  
 and will be reviewed in a future iSSue. 

Empire watches as Akinnuoye-Agbaje 
performs one of the character’s big gags 
(literally), spewing chunks of half-
digested goat-meat (actually Fruit 
Roll-Ups, prunes and juice) onto the 
floor of the Chinook. He then scoops 
some of the vomit back into his mouth, 
causing the hardened Navy SEALs to 
blanch. For real: Ayer hadn’t given  
them a heads-up on the puke.  

“Aw, man, that is nasty!” laughs Will 
Smith, watching playback. “That one’s 
for the eight-year-olds...” 

Boomerang

Aka George ‘Digger’ Harkness
Played by Jai Courtney

speciality Curved throwing tools 

An Antipodean brawler with an  
array of ludicrous weapons and  

a beer-holster, Boomerang is bringing 
the Down Under thunder. “He’s an 

absolute bogan, in the purest sense,” 
laughs Courtney. “Dave’s first 

instruction was, ‘Find your inner 
shitbag.’” you’ll never see his 

drone-boomerang coming. Or going.

slipknot

Aka Christopher Weiss
Played by Adam Beach

speciality Ropes

yes, his superpower is knots. And 
yes, you should be afraid. “He’s 

formidable,” says Adam Beach. “He 
can climb anything. And he hangs 

people for a living. I joke that he was 
caught strangling Wonder Woman.” 
How good is Beach at ropes now?  
“I downloaded this app called Grog 
knots. now I could tie up a horse.” 

Patient may experience 

mood swings: harley 

Quinn amuses herself  

in her cage. 
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katana

Aka Tatsu yamashiro
Played by karen Fukuhara

speciality swordplay

katana serves as Rick Flag’s 
bodyguard. “she has morals and 

codes,” says karen Fukuhara. “she 
can also slice through hundreds of 

people without taking a breath.” Her 
look contains hints of her past: her 

blade’s called soultaker, and the 
Japanese characters on her sash 

translate as, “I weep thinking of him.”


