
M
ike Leigh’s latest work is an epic historical film (see review on
page 53 of this issue) that recounts the Peterloo Massacre in
1819, when tens of thousands of impoverished citizens gath-

ered on St. Peter’s Field in Manchester, England to protest widespread
conditions of hunger and unemployment and to demand parliamentary
reforms and universal suffrage. The day’s scheduled political speakers
had hardly begun when the mass demonstration was met with a deadly
assault by saber-wielding British military forces, resulting in hundreds of
injured and more than a dozen deaths. Rather than merely commemo-
rating the bicentennial of this historic event, however, Peterloo—espe-
cially given the recent rise of authoritarian, antidemocratic governments
and movements throughout
the world—may be Leigh’s
most politically and univer-
sally resonant film. Indeed,
as an Iranian who has made
England my second home
for thirteen years, I could see
a somehow tangible analogy between Peterloo and Iran, albeit in a dif-
ferent social and historical context.

In November 2018 after Peterloo’s general release in the U.K., Mike
Leigh graciously agreed to meet with us in his Soho Street office,
adorned with posters of many of his films, in order to discuss both his
new film and the distinctive approach he has developed over the course
of his now nearly fifty-year filmmaking career.—Hamed Sarrafi

Cineaste: Why did you think it important to dramatize this historical
event? Do you think the concerns of filmmakers about current events
can also be addressed by telling stories from the past?
Mike Leigh: Well, the thing about filmmaking—just like everything
else, including what you’re doing—is that we’re all very small, so to
speak. We do what we can do. We hope we can make a contribution,
but anyone who thinks they will make a radical change is bordering
on dangerous territory. Nevertheless, in this case you feel you have
something to say by turning the mirror around and looking at history.
People will always be people. We can learn from history.

The most arid and dangerous kind of culture is one that doesn’t
embrace history, but that ignores or suppresses history. Looking at
history isn’t the only way to reflect on things, or to tell stories, how-
ever, and as a filmmaker—and also sometimes as a playmaker in the
theater—I believe looking at contemporary subjects is important.
But looking at history, if you’d like to call it that, can be just as
important because it’s examining the way people have behaved pre-
viously. It’s all part of the same thing.
Cineaste: Throughout your filmmaking career you have often shifted
from contemporary social realism to historical drama, the latter includ-
ing such films as Topsy-Turvy, Vera Drake, and Mr. Turner. What
triggered the urge to make a period drama such as Peterloo?
Leigh: In my opinion, those earlier historical films are also social
commentaries; the only difference is the period and the specific sub-
ject matter. Of course, the subject matter is always different, anyway.
But I don’t regard those films as being somehow different from any
of my other films. They all look at life with the same spirit, philoso-
phy, and attitude to people’s relationships, our society, and to work.
There’s no distinction.

By the time I made Topsy-Turvy, I’d made a lot of contemporary
films and I thought it would be interesting—in some ways impor-
tant—to move on. Every time I make a film, I challenge my own sta-
tus quo. If you think about the difference between, say, Life Is Sweet
and Naked, or between Naked and Secrets and Lies, between Secrets
and Lies and Career Girls, or between Career Girls and Topsy-Turvy,
each film is different from the previous one within the overall filmog-
raphy. So, deciding to have a look at nineteenth-century musical the-
ater, for example, does not represent a shift in style, philosophy, or
concept. It’s simply moving to a different subject matter, all the while
applying the same principles, procedures, philosophy, and view of

life to those characters.
Cineaste: There are appar-
ent differences, though. In
your contemporary social
dramas you focus on ordi-
nary, everyday people, while
in your period dramas you

depict famous figures such as Gilbert and Sullivan and J.M.W. Turner.
Leigh: Well, yes, each film is different in that way. I don’t want to
make the same film over and over again. But if you look closely at
Topsy-Turvy or Mr. Turner, you will also find ordinary people. Even
if you’re portraying famous people, like well-known artists, they’re
still people—people with problems and issues.
Cineaste: Peterloo is about a particularly shameful period in Britain’s
history. What was the inspiration behind the film and its release now?
Leigh: In a word, it felt appropriate to do so. First of all, it’s a story
that hasn’t been told; secondly, 2019 is the bicentennial of this event;
and thirdly, it seemed relevant. In fact, once we started to do it, as
we progressed with the research and the preparations, we found
almost on a daily basis that it became more prescient, more relevant.
You gradually realize you’re in a time of change. You don’t wake up
one morning and think, “Ah, now we’re in a time of change.” It
slowly dawns on you.
Cineaste: I believe your films are always politically relevant to their
time. For example, the aimlessness of Johnny (David Thewlis) in
Naked was representative of the atmosphere of post-Thatcher Britain.
In Peterloo we see how the clash between government politicians,
reformers and radicals, and the royal court changed the fate of ordinary
people. Do you think films such as Naked and Peterloo pertain pri-
marily to the British context?
Leigh: I don’t see Naked as being just about Britain. It’s a universal
film. That’s also true about Peterloo. What it’s about is relevant right
across the board, including your country. Take, for example, Asghar
Farhadi’s A Separation. It’s a very Iranian film, but it’s also totally
relatable in a universal way. Culturally, it’s both very specific and
very universal. I hope the same is true about my film.
Cineaste: I think that is what you have done. You have created and
depicted a series of characters that, when looked at closely, have very
local concerns. On the other hand, they are universally understandable.
You can understand their feelings and sympathize with them, like a
friend or family member.
Leigh: That’s what I think films should do. It only becomes an issue
because so many films, since they’re superficial, don’t do that. For
me, the job is to show the world in a real way.
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A two hundred-year-old massacre of civilians
in Manchester, England, an event largely

forgotten, is recaptured in Leigh’s latest film,
which finds the historical events still relevant.
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Cineaste: At least three hundred people present at the Peterloo Mas-
sacre later gave detailed accounts of the event, so it was well document-
ed in the press. Nevertheless, in terms of subsequent cinematic or the-
atrical references, it seems to be a largely ignored historical event.
Leigh: Absolutely, it’s very strange. Not only have there not been
any films about this event but I grew up in Manchester, where it
happened, and I didn’t know about it. When you start looking into
it, you wonder, “Why didn’t they tell us about this? It’s all in their
archives.” So, yeah, it’s a very interesting question. One of my rea-
sons for making the film was that nobody had done it before. Years
ago, I read a book about Peterloo and I thought, “Somebody ought
to do a film about this.” That was long before I thought I would
make a period film. Eventually, about five years ago, I thought, “You
know what? We should have a go at this. It’s relevant. The bicenten-
nial is coming up, so let’s do it.”
Cineaste: In a particularly noteworthy scene in Peterloo, General John
Byng, the local military commander, says to the home secretary, “I’m not
in politics.” Such an attitude seems to challenge viewers who may likewise
feel that this is a legitimate attitude in contemporary society.
Leigh: This is a man who is responsible for huge numbers of people.
What he’s essentially saying is, “I’m a soldier. I fight. I’m not con-
cerned with why I fight; that’s my professional job. I’m a fighter not
a politician.” But when he’s required to assume that position of
responsibility, he doesn’t. By the way, that’s historically accurate.
General Byng decided instead to go to the races that day because he
had a horse running. What you’re suggesting, however, is right in a
fundamental sense. The film is saying to the audience that you have
to take political responsibility. In the first place, Peterloo is about
people today having the vote. In 1819, only two percent of the popu-
lation in Britain had the right to vote, and those activists were fight-
ing for universal suffrage. If those political leaders could be trans-
ported in a time machine two hundred years later to the U.K. today,
only to discover that people have the right to vote but don’t use it,
they would be horrified, disgusted. Peterloo shows poor, ordinary
working people struggling for that right, and that can only be inspir-
ing. Then the question becomes how the authorities respond to such
initiatives, in whichever country you happen to be talking about.

Cineaste: Henry Hunt, the political speaker and agitator in Peterloo,
is a multilayered, very egocentric character. Is that portrayal based on
real-life references?
Leigh: He was the main focus of our research. He fought for the
cause, but he was one hell of an egocentric. He was a great orator,
and he embraced the fight, but he was a showman, a real self-pro-
moter. We don’t have to look very far, in any case, to find such
politically motivated people. But I don’t do heroes. I do people.
Henry Hunt was a human being.
Cineaste: Rory Kinnear gave an impressive performance in the role.
Leigh: He’s very well known in classical theater, but he’s also been
in films. But here’s the thing. My films are as much as anything an
actor’s medium. They offer scope. Of course, cinema is also a cine-
matographer’s medium, a designer’s medium, and so on. The
bonus, as far as I’m concerned, is that it’s also a director’s medium.
It’s all about filmmaking.
Cineaste: In the beginning of your career, before you started shooting
your films, it seems you often looked for people in your own “neighbor-
hood”—people or characters you knew very well. When you made those
films in the past, did you ever consider that you would become an inter-
nationally famous filmmaker and that those neighborhood characters
would become globally known? Did you ever foresee making “epic”
films like Peterloo?
Leigh: You know, everything has small beginnings. My first film,
Bleak Moments—which was shot by Bahram Manoochehri, by the
way—was a small film because that was as much as we could do
then. I don’t make films by myself, however, and the people we
work with are like a family. I work with a lot of the same people over
and over again. That’s what serious filmmakers around the world
tend to do. But as a filmmaker you grow and challenge yourself.
Having told stories about people locked up in houses, you then want
to open the door and go out and see what else there is. There’s still
the same human predicament, the same conflicts and issues. 

So, yes, Peterloo is the biggest film, on the biggest scale, that I’ve
made. But it is also about people surviving and the quality of life. All
the characters in Peterloo, in one way or another, for good or for ill,
are fighting for their corner. If you’d asked me in 1971, when I made
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The great political orator Henry Hunt (Rory Kinnear) greets the assembled crowd in this scene from Mike Leigh’s Peterloo.
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my first film, “Do you think by 2018 you’ll be making epic-scale films
with horses and soldiers and things?,” I probably would have said,
“No, I certainly don’t think I’ll ever do that. Why would I want to do
that? I want to make films about real people.” But then, of course,
when you get there, you discover all the things you didn’t know and
it seems very natural to make a film that includes all those elements.
Cineaste: We know that you spend a lot of time with your actors and
actresses. What role do they play in the creation of their characters?
How do you guide your actors through the whole production process?
Leigh: First of all, actors in any film or play interpret the character
and make their own contribution to it. What I realized a long time
ago was that instead of merely interpreting, actors can also make
contributions as artists in their own right. But something should be
made very clear. The actors are not co-writers in my work. They are
not responsible for deciding what’s in the story. They don’t have
that overview. That’s my responsibility. Their responsibility is for
the character. Every project starts with me working individually with
each actor or actress to form the character and the characterization,
which is to say how the actor plays the character. With most of my
projects—except the historical films where everybody knows what
they’re about—such as Secrets and Lies, Naked, All or Nothing,
Happy-Go-Lucky, and all
the other films, I invited
each actor to take part.
But I’d say to them, “I
can’t tell you what the
film is about because I
don’t really know, we
haven’t investigated or
discovered that yet.” I
explain to them, “You
will never know any-
thing about it except
what your character
knows.” A very strict dis-
cipline and secrecy are
maintained so that they
can explore relationships
in a real way. Each char-
acter is at the center of
his or her universe and
only experiences other
characters through their
own character’s eyes and
experience. And from
that we get the material.

Of course, it’s a some-
what longer, more complicated, and sophisticated process, but that’s
its essence. I’d make two other important points about acting. First,
this process works only with intelligent actors—not all actors are intel-
ligent, so those who aren’t intelligent aren’t in my films. Second, this
process works only with character actors, which is to say they are not
actors who just play themselves, they portray real people out there in
the streets. They’re not actors motivated by egocentricity, narcissism,
or vanity. They’re motivated by a desire to portray the real world, and
that’s a big difference. Plenty of actors are very good at what they do,
but they do themselves. I mean, they portray a romantic, projected
image of themselves. That has no place in what I’m interested in doing.
With the right kind of actors, you can really create a world and, in
exploring and developing that world, you arrive at the film.
Cineaste: It’s interesting to note that not only have your films become
well-known worldwide but also that some of your actors—including
Jim Broadbent, Lesley Manville, Imelda Staunton, Sally Hawkins, and
David Thewlis—all went on to make very big films in Hollywood.
Leigh: That’s the way show business works. With me, they have the
space, time, and scope to be very good and give incredible perfor-
mances. The result of great performances on screen is that you get
offered other jobs, which in some cases means bigger and different
kinds of films.

Cineaste: Screenwriter Jean-Claude Carrière once said that he and
Jacques Tati, prior to writing their screenplays, would sit for hours in a
café and observe people’s behavior. How much do you observe real-life
people to develop your characters?
Leigh: Observing people is what it’s all about for me. I was doing
that from the earliest age. When I was about six, I had a slate in a
wooden frame, and when grown-ups came to the house, I would
draw caricatures of them, but my father stopped me because he felt
it offended people. So I’ve always been observing people and want-
ing to capture them “warts and all,” as we say, with all their faults
and foibles. Earlier today, I traveled by train from Cornwall to
Paddington. The trip took nearly four hours. In addition to the peo-
ple on the train, every time it stopped at a station platform, I had a
feast of people to look very closely at because you’re sitting right by
the railway carriage window. To me that’s what it’s all about. Every-
one you look at is a possible film.
Cineaste: What sort of collaborative process do you have with your
cinematographer, Dick Pope, whom you’ve been working with since the
1990s?
Leigh: Obviously, each film has its own atmosphere. Before shooting
Another Year, for example, we first discussed the preparations he had

been making. He said,
“We’re going to look
at some material at
eight o’clock Thurs-
day morning.” So we
go down there and he
says, “Look, here’s the
thing. I’ve shot four
tests. You have to
decide which way you
want to go.” Now, at
that point, I was still
developing the script,
and I shared with him
some basic ideas of
what the film was
about and how I was
developing the story
with the actors.

After I watched
those four tests, he
asked, “Well, which
way do you wanna
go?” I said, “You
know what? I’ve had a
fantastic thought.

We’ll go all four ways.” I realized this film happens over a year—
spring, summer, autumn, and winter. So we’ll shoot each season dif-
ferently. It’s sort of exciting, you know. Then, having had that idea
sitting in the preview theater, I then fed it back into my work with the
actors. The designer also took it on board, and Dick knew what he
wanted to do with it.

With Naked, I was able to say to him that, to a certain extent, this
is a nocturnal film. This has to be somehow monochromatic. It is
the bleak journey of a single guy by himself. He shots test and came
up with this very desaturated look. For Happy-Go-Lucky, I said to
him, “This woman bursts with energy. The film needs to be shot in
primary colors.” Fujifilm at that moment had just brought out a
new film stock emphasizing primary colors, so I was delighted to
find that. They also gave us all the stock for free, which was great. 
Cineaste: For the massacre scene in Peterloo, were you referencing—
intentionally or unintentionally—Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai?
Leigh: Some people have asked whether I was referencing Eisen-
stein’s Potemkin, or Kurosawa’s Ran or particularly Seven Samurai.
The answer is no. But it’s all there in my DNA. I’ve been watching
films for a very long time. I’m a filmmaker and a watcher of films.
But when we were shooting Peterloo’s massacre scene, at no time,
not for a split second, was I thinking of Kurosawa, Eisenstein, Paul
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Esther (Simona Bitmate), a Manchester mill worker, clings to her young children as
those attending the peaceful mass meeting are attacked by military forces in Peterloo.
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Greengrass, or anybody else. I’m film literate because I’ve watched
many films. But you don’t think in those terms. Some filmmakers
make films about films. I don’t. I make films about life.
Cineaste: The musical score for Peterloo seems to have reached anoth-
er level, compared to your earlier films.
Leigh: It’s only different because each film is different. It’s not any
different in principle. For Peterloo, we made a very definite decision
that once it gets to the big day, to the massacre, there would be no
music. There’s some music that takes you into the scene but we felt
that using music along with the horses, cavalry, yeomanry, and all
the violence would run the risk of Hollywoodizing the scene, which
we didn’t want. That scene needed to be left raw. The score by
Andrew Dixon for Peterloo is a very particular kind of quiet, edgy
music. It includes a harp, for example, whereas the music for
Happy-Go-Lucky is mostly in a more lively 2/4 time signature, which
seemed appropriate for the rhythm and spirit of the film and Poppy,
its central character.

In Another Year, the music is integrated with those four seasons and
the overall mood of the film. The important thing is that the music is
always organic. I work only with composers who start from an emo-
tional response to the film and who prefer live instruments as opposed
to electronic techniques.
I work very closely with
each composer, of
course, and we’re very
rigorous about the
music. The score for a
film needs to have some
sensitivity. You don’t
want to dress things up,
or to start telling view-
ers what they should
think or feel. The score
needs to underpin the
film rather than to over-
lay it.
Cineaste: Some of the
U.K. reviews of Peterloo
were very negative. How
important do you be-
lieve film critics are in
the reception of a film?
Leigh: Here’s the thing.
You make a film—any
filmmaker would say
what I’m about to say—
because you want peo-
ple to see it. I’ve read both some good reviews of Peterloo and some
terrible reviews. There’s no question that with the bad reviews, with
no exception, you can smell the right-wing bias. Anything that makes
the ordinary cinemagoer think, “I don’t want to see this,” is bad news.

You make films to be seen; you don’t make them to disappear into
obscurity. Some critics seem to go out of their way to be destructive
and negative. A number of negative reviews of Peterloo, for example,
have said it’s just long speeches, speech after speech, but it’s not true.
There are speeches, of course, and although they discuss many of the
same issues, they’re not all saying the same thing. They’re all different,
very nuanced, and each one tells you something new. Many critics
didn’t seem to notice the sort of detail and character we’ve been talk-
ing about—it’s as though they were asleep or not paying attention. 

There is no question that this film works for a wide range of
audiences, so you wonder why someone has written such a negative
review. As I say, you can often smell the prejudices and attitudes.
Not necessarily political attitudes because there are people who just
like to be controversial. They think, “Well, this is Mike Leigh, who
makes these films with no script, and everyone thinks he’s so clever.
Well, I’m gonna pull him down.” Some journalists write for the sake
of being clever and saying negative stuff, or writing to the expecta-
tions of their right-wing audience readership. In this sense, many of

them start from a fixed premise they don’t deviate from. In the end,
I don’t give a fig what they think or write, except that they may dis-
courage people from going to the films and that’s a shame.
Cineaste: As a former chairman of the London Film School, what do
you predict is the future of British filmmaking? Is the new generation of
British filmmakers concerned about social issues? In other words, will
there be more Mike Leighs emerging or, on the contrary, will we nur-
ture more Christopher Nolans?
Leigh: You’ve put your finger on a major issue, which I have dis-
cussed any number of times with young filmmakers: of course, you
must not compromise and you should make films that you believe
in. But I would encourage people to look at the world around them
and to make films about real life. But the fact is that people fall in
love with cinema, with the idea of filmmaking, and with certain
kinds of films. As filmmakers, they inevitably want to emulate films
they love. We all have our influences. It would be disingenuous of
me to say I haven’t been influenced by others, including Samuel
Beckett, Harold Pinter, Jean Renoir, Ozu, and Kurosawa. At a for-
mative stage, you see these films and they make you think about the
possibilities of what you can do in your own terms.

But that’s not the same thing as making films that are about
other films. All films
are about films, of
course, because that’s
what films are. Paint-
ings are about painting,
and novels are about
literature. It would be
disingenuous to say,
“Films are completely
pure.” That’s rubbish.
Only a film made by a
Kalahari Desert tribes -
man who has never
seen a film would not
reflect a broader film
culture. But we know
the distinction we’re
making.

I love to see young
filmmakers who are
making films about
real life. There are film-
makers—Quentin Tar -
antino, for example—
who make films about
films, but they are

bloody good films. So, there are no rules. You’re talking to a film-
maker who’s committed to not just the responsibility but also the
joy and delight of taking the camera out there into the real world
and trying to capture it.
Cineaste: When I recently watched Happy-Go-Lucky again, I was par-
ticularly struck by Eddie Marsan’s performance, especially his character’s
sudden outburst of rage in front of Poppy. One might have thought that
Mike Leigh had been sensing and even predicting some of the issues that
resulted in Brexit. How do you see the future of the world now?
Leigh: I’m as worried about it as much as you or anybody else.
There’s a scene in Peterloo, the night before the big massacre, when a
woman looks at her grandchild, who’s eighteen or nineteen months
old, and says, “In 1900, she’ll be eighty.” We put that scene together
a week before my first grandson was due to be born, and I was
thinking that in 2100 my grandson would be about the same age. So,
I’m thinking about the future in that film. If you have a grandchild
or a child, you’re disposed to be optimistic, but if you look at what’s
happening in the world, you are inevitably drawn to being pes-
simistic. That is the conflict we must all deal with.                             n

Peterloo is distributed in the United States by
Amazon Studios, https://studios.amazon.com
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A hand-colored satirical etching portrays the brutal assault of “The Manchester Heroes.”
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