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Nigel Floyd is a film critic and broadcaster. He contributes regularly to Time Out magazine and a variety of radio programmes: BBC Radio 4's The Film Programme, which he recently hosted for the first time, BBC Radio 3's Night Waves, BBC Radio Scotland's The Movie Café, and the BBC World Service's arts show, The Ticket.  His favourite work, however, is chairing public Q&A discussions with film-makers such as Mike Leigh, Ridley Scott, Ang Lee, Ken Loach, David Cronenberg and Stephen Frears. 
Mike Leigh completed his second feature film seventeen years after his stunning debut with Bleak Moments in 1971. In those intervening years he solidified his reputation with innovatory theatre and television productions, but his ambition to be a film-maker looked in danger of being unfulfilled. Other directors, including Stephen Frears, retreated into television during this period, but Leigh was additionally hampered by his method of evolving a script through improvisational workshops - too uncertain a process for most film financiers.

Mike Leigh was born in Salford on 20 February 1943, the son of a doctor, and was educated at Salford Grammar School before gaining a scholarship to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in 1960. This was followed by spells at Camberwell School of Arts and Crafts, the Central School of Art and Design, and the London Film School. In 1965 he started to devise and direct his own plays, completing nine before the production of Bleak Moments at the Open Space Theatre in 1970. Bleak Moments became the basis for Leigh's first film, a seemingly simple tale about a woman (Anne Raitt) who looks after her mentally disabled sister in suburban south London. Struggling towards meaningful social contact, she has a desultory friendship with another woman from work and embarks on a fumbling relationship with an emotionally stunted teacher (Eric Allan). But audience expectations are constantly undercut, and the portrayal of individuals adrift among social forces they are ill-equipped to handle, an aspect that came to characterise Leigh's work, is edgy and uncomfortable.

In the years between Bleak Moments and High Hopes (1988), his next fully-fledged cinema film, Leigh made nine feature-length television plays (one of which, Meantime, was given a limited theatrical release), as well as shorts and theatrical productions. Leigh encouraged actors to go beyond the naturalistic in their characterisations; desperate situations, masked by humour, are caught unflinchingly by dramatic lighting and an often static, but precisely positioned camera. The best-known of these television plays is Abigail's Party (BBC tx 1/11/1977), a quickly taped studio reconstruction of one of Leigh's most successful stage works. Despite the fact that it was conceived for the stage rather than television, it became a comedic tour-de-force that impinged on the English national psyche. Beverly, the woman played by Leigh's then wife Alison Steadman, is a kind of character who recurs in various guises throughout Leigh's work – a person

who adopts the trappings of what they regard as a sophisticated lifestyle with an over-confidence and lack of taste that serve to emphasise their empty existence.It takes them into a cultural vacuum which both mirrors and masks a personal despair. In 1988 Film Four and British Screen agreed to back Leigh in a second theatrical feature. The resulting film, High Hopes, centres on a disjointed working-class family. Cyril is in a loving relationship with his long-time girlfriend Shirley 
in a run-down flat in King's Cross. His sister has followed the upwardly mobile 
path to unhappiness, emptiness and appalling taste with her aggressive 
entrepreneurial husband. Their mother lives in a council house marooned among 
gentrifying neighbours. Within this framework Leigh explores many interconnecting
themes, not least the possibility of having children, an issue that threatens to 
divide many Leigh couples. Through Cyril's frustrations at the futility of his 
socialist beliefs and his struggle to keep bitterness at bay, Leigh comments 
sharply on the changes in British society and re-endorses the importance of 
humanist over materialist values.

Much of the family drama was familiar to people from Leigh's television work; but a renewed visual confidence appeared in scenes like the explosive family argument at the elderly mother's surprise birthday party where the camera focuses hard on Edna Doré's expressive face as voices are raised in anger around her. The film's critical acclaim and relative commercial success, plus the support of producer Simon Channing-Williams, joint founder of Thin Man Films in 1989, established Leigh as a major British film director. International renown steadily increased with his three subsequent films - Life is Sweet (1990), Naked (1993), and Secrets & Lies (1996), all made with backing from Channel 4.

Although Leigh has been accused of patronising his characters and encouraging the audience to look down and snigger at their antics, most of them, despite their eccentricities, are ordinary individuals courageously struggling with limited resources to confront life's problems. Brenda Blethyn's Cynthia in Secrets & Lies - an unmarried woman who endures a boring factory job, lives unhappily with a daughter who regards her with sullen resentment, and is dependent for survival on her more successful brother - faces life's injustices with enterprise and humanity. It is one of Leigh's greatest strengths that his films recognise and celebrate the heroism of seemingly insignificant characters as they try to overcome their limitations, express themselves, and do the right thing.

The character quirks of speech, gesture, and appearance encouraged in his actors - what Leigh terms a 'running condition' - sometimes inspires acting that plays too close to the surface and distracts the viewer from the film's action, as with Jane Horrocks in Life Is Sweet and Katrin Cartlidge in the flashback sequences of Career Girls. But these characters remain flesh and blood, and are never merely caricatures, monsters or victims. Leigh's films demand second (or more) viewing, after which things usually fall into place and what initially appeared irritating can subsequently seem extraordinary. Career Girls, especially, is a film that grows in stature as time passes. The flashbacks, acting more as the essence of memory rather than accurate depiction of the past, yield a contrast which helps define the characters and plot changes in social realities between the two eras.

In Naked, David Thewlis's performance was regarded as controversial less for its stylistic quirks than the character's unrelenting misogyny. We first see him attacking a woman at night in Manchester, and then follow him to London on a journey that becomes a picaresque cruise through other peoples' vulnerabilities. Thewlis makes his character, Johnny, an articulate misanthropist. He acts with a breathtaking disregard for people's feelings, but the fact that he remains unshakeably committed to his own view of the world allows even this despicable character a sort of heroism.

If Naked revealed Leigh as bold enough to disregard political correctness and allow his characters unfettered freedom of expression, Topsy-Turvy, his study of Gilbert and Sullivan, showed him flexible enough to adapt his usual method of working to create a unique costume drama built around well-known historical personages. Leigh takes his time - a leisurely 160 minutes - and breaks all the rules about character arcs and plot structure. Gilbert's eccentric father, sisters and mother appear unannounced and disappear as unexpectedly; long sequences of rehearsal andperformance break up the narrative. But this enhances rather than diminishes
the film. Leigh's fascination with the process of artistic creation, and his willingness to give his
supporting cast the space to develop as rounded characters, moves the film 
beyond a conventional film biography. Jim Broadbent's Gilbert and Alan 
Corduner's Sullivan are charismatically convincing, but Leigh's real achievement is
in setting their lives and work among a vividly depicted array of performers, lovers, 
servants, wives and the paraphernalia of backstage life. Gilbert, Sullivan and their 
collaborators were the epitome of Victorian optimism, but like most of the 
characters in most of Leigh's films, they are shown to be troubled, flawed, and 
deeply human, the dying fall of the film's ending capturing the melancholy as 
well as the exuberance of artistic performance.

All or Nothing - set like all his cinema films in London - marked a return to small-scale family drama. Over time Leigh has built up a pool of actors, constantly refreshed, on which he can draw with confidence. In All or Nothing, regulars Timothy Spall, Lesley Manville, Ruth Sheen and Marion Bailey join talented newcomers Alison Garland and James Corden as struggling working-class people facing huge emotional crises. The depth of characterisation achieved is typical of Leigh's deeply compassionate and thoughtful films, and is equally evident in Vera Drake, which is set in 1950 and focuses on a cheery working class woman housewife who helps women rid themselves of unwanted pregnancies at a time when abortion was illegal. Despite its low budget, clever casting (Vera is played with uncanny conviction by Imelda Staunton, but as in Topsy-Turvy all the characters surrounding her come dramatically to life), and an unerring sense of the grim austerity of post-war Britain make it one of Leigh's most satisfying films, confirming his status as a major film-maker.

Being Mike Leigh: 65 and still improvising

Sunday February 17, 2008, The Observer
From  http://film.guardian.co.uk/interview/interviewpages/0,,2257431,00.html 
He has been the toast of Berlin for the past week as his latest film Happy-Go-Lucky wins plaudits from critics and viewers alike. Here, the great British director talks to Amy Raphael about his award-winning career, people-watching and why pessimism can be positive .

The first few times I met Mike Leigh, I wasn't sure what to make of him. He appeared to be intensely private and occasionally defensive. Yet, after two years of collaborating with him on a book, I've come to realise that he is, in fact, open, warm, good company and a great storyteller. He knows about a ridiculous number of things; it's always best to come clean and admit ignorance when necessary, because he also knows when you're bluffing. He can be brutally honest but incredibly enthusiastic, especially about the actors and technicians with whom he has worked. He owns a particularly dry sense of humour; on occasion, he pretends to be cross before a huge grin gives him away. I learn that when he says: 'That is a question with no answer', he will mostly relent, before immediately regretting his candour.

We meet once more in his Soho office and I am surprised to hear he is feeling a little nervous: this is the first time he has publicly discussed his new film, Happy-Go-Lucky at length. Leigh returns to similar themes time and again (how relationships fall apart, to have children or not, family secrets) and he often quotes Jean Renoir, who said that all film-makers make the same film over and over again. He also argues that each of his films is unlike the last. Yet, despite the obvious difference between All or Nothing and Topsy-Turvy or Naked and Secrets & Lies, there has never been a more blatant contrast than that between Vera Drake and Happy-Go-Lucky.
Its closest relation is probably Career Girls, in which two university friends meet up again after a gap of 10 years. Leigh is not so sure. 'All those two films have got in common is this: the central female characters in both films are of a similar age, around 30.' Its admirers will see Happy-Go-Lucky as a brave, bold piece of film-making that largely eschews plot in favour of character; as 30-year-old primary school teacher Poppy, a wonderfully vibrant Sally Hawkins takes centre
stage to an even greater extent than David Thewlis in Naked. Simply because 
it is a more fluid piece of film-making than one has come to expect of Leigh 
(Vera Drake, for example, was a meticulously told story of an abortionist working 
illegally in 1950, with huge attention paid to period detail), Happy-Go-Lucky is not 
an easy film to describe. On a simplistic level, it's about two young women living 
together, having fun, looking for love and getting on with life. The opening 
scenes show Poppy cycling through London, wind in her hair, smile on her face.
Her apparently carefree approach to life slowly becomes more complex, not 
least when she takes driving lessons around north London with racist conspiracy theorist Scott (a volcanic performance from Eddie Marsan). It's a bright, funny film - though, as Leigh himself says, it also has 'an underside'.

I ask if Happy-Go-Lucky is a love letter to youth, Poppy and London. 'It's certainly a love letter to youth and to Poppy. I don't think it's particularly a love letter to London. In fact, I'm quite irritated by some blurb I've seen in the international press, saying the film is about north London schoolteachers. It's a ridiculous red herring. Poppy could be working anywhere. I would say it's a love letter to life in the city. It's certainly about love and friendship. If it works for people, Happy-Go-Lucky is a film that must make you gradually get to know, understand and like Poppy because she is so open, generous and caring. But also anarchic and funny. She may initially be perceived as quirky and dippy, but she is entirely focused.'

Leigh always has a tough time making his films - and always tells his friends 'never again' - but this one was even more of a challenge than usual. 'I started with a feeling but no real knowledge of what it was going to be. I still find it hard to talk about, it's still elusive. I hope it's not black and white. I hope you can't see the wheels going round.' The unique way Leigh works (simply put: improvisations, rehearsals, the shoot) is challenging not only to actors but also to the director; he now finds the rehearsals in particular laborious and relentless. There were even times when he thought this could be his last film. Then shooting began and, newly invigorated, he was happy to be up at 5am every day. He says: 'I just love film-making.'

Leigh on festivals


On Tuesday, Happy-Go-Lucky was premiered at the Berlin film festival. 'The film had a phenomenal reception,' says Leigh. 'The buzz was amazing, particularly in the international and Hollywood press. It was a very exciting, overwhelming experience.' Leigh has been to Berlin before, with Meantime and Life Is Sweet, but neither film was in competition. He has already won the Palme d'Or (for Secrets & Lies) and the Golden Lion at Venice (for Vera Drake); adding Berlin's Golden Bear will make him the only living director to win Europe's three principal film festival prizes - the only other directors to have done so are Robert Altman, Michelangelo Antonioni and Henri-Georges Clouzot.

In 2004, Leigh hoped to take Vera Drake to Cannes but it didn't happen; the festival's artistic director procrastinated until Leigh gave up, went to Venice and won. Would he return to Cannes? He shrugs: 'I don't even know what film I'm going to make next. If the question is, have I got the long-term, permanent hump with Cannes?, then the answer is no. We know there were some bad manners, or at least seemed to be, but life goes on.'

He is a regular and eager festival-goer; his debut feature film, Bleak Moments, won the Golden Leopard at Locarno in 1972. ‘Most festivals are stimulating and fun. One of my favourites is

Sarajevo, which is very friendly. It began life during the siege in the Nineties, when they used to
smuggle in movies to keep their spirits up. I go as often as I can. Hof in Germany is a bullshit-free festival which encourages young audiences and film students. The food is basic and there are lots of serious discussions. It's about the films and not the bollocks surrounding them. 'But, at the same time, we're not Trappist monks up a mountain, we're in showbusiness. We make movies. People who whinge about the surrounding frippery have got to remember that it's about entertaining people and encouraging them to see films.'
Leigh on politics

Although not overtly political in the manner of his peer Ken Loach, Leigh's films 
have captured and even defined eras: look no further than Meantime, the 1984 film 
that evokes perfectly the alienation and boredom of Thatcher's unemployed 
youths. Personal politics are an ongoing theme. 'Happy-Go-Lucky is a political 
film in the sense that it's about the way we live our lives. Apart from anything 
else, Poppy takes responsibility as an educationalist, as a teacher. Implicit in 
that are political values and issues.' Does he think of himself as being political? 'You can't not be political. It's like asking if I consider myself a human being.'

Leigh on what inspires him


Between films, Leigh reads, watches movies, goes to galleries, potters around London. There is, he says, no excuse to be bored. He is chairman of the governors at the London Film School, where he also teaches; he was a student there in the Sixties. He watches people obsessively: on screen, on stage, on the street. 'I can be walking down the street and suddenly become aware of someone on the brink of being offended because I'm staring at them. I go around clocking everything most of the time. It's part of the joy of existence. Which isn't to say everything is wonderful. Everyone knows I've got a view of the world that includes a healthy and substantial degree of pessimism.'

If forced to generalise, he finds the theatre more moribund than the cinema, but is still exhilarated by both. 'I get a buzz from seeing young talent. When you've been around for 40 years, certain things are less fresh, but we're blessed with immensely talented actors in this country. The problem is that there are so many of them and not all get the opportunity to exploit their talents. It's part of what motivates me, in fact: to give actors the opportunity to create remarkable performances.'

The best films he's seen recently are Lust, Caution and No Country For Old Men. 'I've immense respect for Ang Lee. Lust, Caution was terrific. I recently went to New York and was amazed to discover it bombed in America. I admire what the Coen brothers do and No Country is no exception. I love the way they deal with the life-passing-us-by dimension surrounding the central story. It's so moving.'

Leigh on his career

Mike Leigh becomes a state pensioner this week. Naturally, he sees it as a landmark. By chance, two box-sets of his work are coming out this year; liberating the back catalogue from complicated ownership rights has taken much longer than he hoped. For a director who enjoys watching his own films - 'How can you expect anyone else to enjoy your work if you don't take pleasure from it yourself?' - it's hard to impel him to choose a favourite. Instead, I ask how, at 65, he looks back at his career. 'I've been fantastically lucky to have been allowed to do what I want and, on the whole, how I want. I make all the choices. And you're talking 18 full-length films, 20 odd plays and other bits and pieces.' He rubs his beard. 'I know so many people who don't have that kind of freedom. It's true that I haven't compromised, but you can be as compromising as you want and it still doesn't mean you get the breaks. Lots of talented film-makers don't.'

Leigh on retirement

When Leigh was making Happy-Go-Lucky, he would sometimes feel that, quite 
simply, he was too old. The obvious question now is: how many films has he 
got left in him? He slowly rolls his eyes to heaven. 'That really is a question 
with no answer. How many years have I got in me? I may be dead by the end 
of the year. On the other hand, I may have another few films. It's hard to say 
when you're about to become a pensioner. But I do think that the whole idea of 
people retiring when they really can and want to work is ridiculous. I can still meet 
someone my age or even younger and think they're old; I habitually forget I'm almost 
65. I don't feel old - except sometimes when I'm rehearsing these bloody films and 
I'm exhausted!'

 Happy-Go-Lucky

Cert: 15

Dir: Mike Leigh 2008 UK 118 mins

Cast: Sally Hawkins, Eddie Marsan
Leigh follows 2004’s Vera Drake with this deliciously funny and warm character study starring Sally Hawkins as the effervescent Poppy, a 30-year-old north Londoner with an irrepressibly bright outlook on life. She loves her job as a teacher, her friends and her freedom, and her cheer is irresistible to those around her, from her controlling younger sister to her grumpy driving instructor (Eddie Marsan). Featuring the usual Leigh ingredients of witty dialogue, perfect casting and a realistic, unvarnished setting, Happy-Go-Lucky deftly balances moments of humour and glimpses of melancholy which coalesce into a deeply affecting and joyful celebration of life, happiness, friendship and love.
Happy-Go-Lucky is showing at the Watershed from Fri 18 to Wed 30 April 2008
Cinéformation would like to thank our volunteers for all their help tonight.   







NEXT CINEFORMATION EVENTS:





Music For Film





7pm Thursday 24 April 2008, Watershed, Bristol, BS1 5TX





In association with South West Sound, Cineformation's Music For Film event will kick off with an informal networking session (with drinks!)  for composers, performers, filmmakers and students and will include screenings by Bristol University MAFTV Composition students and audio sequencer software demos.





Then, composers Martin Kiszko and Jean Hasse, who worked together on the recent feature film The Killing of John Lennon, will guide us through the mechanics of creating a score, putting sound to sequence and how to get from the commissioner to the big screen. Using film sequences they will explore the relationship between image and sound, how to work in a successful creative team and how to cope with the demands of being a film composer.





This event is free, please collect a ticket from the Box Office on the night.





� HYPERLINK "http://www.southwestsound.org.uk" ��www.southwestsound.org.uk� 





Please note: There are some bursaries available for Cineformation members to attend the South West Sound convention. Please contact � HYPERLINK "mailto:info@cineformation.com" ��info@cineformation.com� for more information.








Mike Leigh: Directing Masterclass





Wed 9 April 2008


Watershed Media Centre, Bristol





Presented by Nigel Floyd


 

























