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Introducing Film and Theatre Director Mike Leigh

Ivan B. Brown

Appointed Lecturer at Joetsu University of Education

EHEEERY: R

Whenever I watch a film or play by Mike Leigh, I am totally transfixed. The brilliant
mixture of comedy, seriousness, realism and sadness, the apparent ordinariness of the
characters and scenes, the microscopic focus on the interactions between the characters and
their unfolding relationships all make for thoroughly convincing dramatic structure. Mike
Leigh was born in Hertfordshire, England, in 1943, and trained at the Royal Academy of
Dramatic Art, the Camberwell School of Art, the Central Saint Martins School of Art and
Design, and the London School of Film Technique. His early career included working as
assistant director at the Midlands Art Centre in Birmingham and the Royal Shakespeare

Company.

Leigh’s most successful film is probably Secrets and Lies (1996), which won the Palm d’Or
and Best Actress awards at the Cannes Film Festival, two awards from BAFTA® (British
Academy Film and Television Awards) and a Golden Globe®, and was nominated for five
Oscars®. Its characters include Hortense (played by Marianne Jean-Baptiste), a young, back
optometrist who was adopted at birth but whose adoptive parents have just died; Cynthia
(Brenda Blethyn), a poor, sad, single mother with an awkward and rocky relationship with
her daughter Roxanne (Claire Rushbrook); Cynthia’s brother Maurice (Timothy Spall), who
runs a successful photography business and lives an affluent suburban life with his wife

Monica (Phyllis Logan).

The first half of the film establishes the characters and their relationships and situations
through a series of subtle, entertaining, moving and insightful scenes. In the second half of
the film, Maurice and Monica host a small barbeque party in a well-intentioned effort to bring
the family back together. One awkward moment leads to another, eventually leading through
chaos to a long emotionally-charged scene in which some long-held and painful “secrets and
lies” among the family are revealed. As with all Leigh’s films, there is much impressive dialog,
and several lines remain etched in my memory. After Cynthia reveals one painful truth,
upsetting several other characters, Maurice says in exasperation, “You don’t half choose your
moments, Cynthia,” (in other words, “Your timing is terrible”), to which Cynthia replies,
“When is the right moment, Maurice?” (In other words, “If we wait for the best moment to say
something difficult, we may have to wait forever.”). A few moments later, the normally
mild-mannered and softly-spoken Maurice vents his long-held frustrations: “The three people
I love the most hate each other’s guts, [...] and I just can’t take it anymore! [...] There! I've
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said it. Where’s the bolt of lightning?” These lines sum up a large part of the film’s overall
meaning for me. They reveal a common human tendency to avoid discussing important but
awkward and embarrassing matters concerning personal relationships, family history, and so
forth. This phenomenon may be particularly common in British society, in which, even after
the social and cultural upheavals of the 1960s, there remains a legacy of Victorian and
Edwardian politeness and respectability. There may also be some parallels in Japanese
society, encapsulated in the idiomatic expression 2\ \i2#% (kusai mono ni futa: put a lid on

smelly things).

When Mike Leigh makes a film, he does not start with a script or story then recruit actors
to fill the roles. Instead, he may still have only an overall concept when he recruits his cast.
These actors and actresses are generally highly trained talented with skills and experience in
improvisation. Leigh works with each actor or actress to create the characters’ backgrounds in
detail. They then carry out many in-role improvisations in various environments to build up
the characters, their relationships and the story. At one stage in rehearsals for another hit
film, Nuts in May (1976), which is set on a campsite, the lead actor Roger Sloman and actress
Alison Steadman went on a hike of 15 miles (about 23 km), all the time fully immersed in

their character roles, the earnest, innocent and naive nature-lovers Keith and Candice-Marie.

In 2006 Amy Raphael interviewed Leigh about his films, life and world view, in order for
them to jointly publish the book Mike Leigh on Mike Leigh in 2007, and excerpts from these
interviews appear in a booklet included in the DVD box set Mike Leigh at the BBC (2009).
While discussing his first television film for the BBC, Hard Labour (1973), which dealt
directly with class divisions in British society, she captured some of the essence of his films:
“In this film, as in all your films, nothing is perfect in the world you create/recreate: it’s the
antithesis of Hollywood gloss and sheen. In Hard Labour, there are unmade beds, belching
after dinner, big fat bellies. It’s the truth of people’s worlds.” Most of Leigh’s films are not
quite as graphic as this, but it captures the overall spirit. His style and aesthetic, in
particular his camera work and his choices of cramped interiors for locations, have

occasionally been compared to the work of Japanese director Yasujiro Ozu.

At the same time, one should not assume that Leigh’s film techniques are loose or sloppy.
One of Leigh’s earliest works, Abigail’s Party (1977), originated as a very successful play.
Following the success on the theatre stage, a performance in a television studio was released
as a film. Although this play, about a mismatched couple throwing a doomed party for their
neighbours, became one of his most critically acclaimed achievements, he is proud of the cast’s
performance but ashamed of the poor filming. As he remarks to Raphael, “I'm a film-maker
for whom the film is all about the precision of moments.” Another BBC television film, Four
Days in July (1985), about the Troubles in Northern Ireland, was his first film shot outside
England. Leigh had grown up in the English but very Catholic city of Salford, which partly



explains his interest. He recalls with Raphael how he prepared for making the film: “I read a
lot of books. I honed up on everything. I watched a lot of footage. Incidentally, I watched every

single television film that had been made about Northern Ireland... I love doing research.”

Mike Leigh’s most recent film is Another Year (2010), which was nominated for the
Outstanding British Film and Best Supporting Actress awards at BAFTA®. His other major
works include: The Permissive Society (1975), The Kiss of Death (1977), Grown-Ups (1980),
Vera Drake (2004) and Happy-Go-Lucky (2008).
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