MIKE LEIGH

Secrets & Lies

After the lonely nihilism of Naked (1993), a tense but tender insistence on the
importance of human connections is the key to Secrets & Lies, Leigh’s mid-
career masterpiece. Digging into the shame and concealment uncovered
when Marianne Jean-Baptiste’s Black optometrist finds her white birthmother
Cynthia and a fractured family, the film develops into sharp tragicomedy as
the friction between the characters grows.

Leigh’s trademark improv development process roots the film impressively,
giving the fraught relationships an unusual intensity. Looked at beadily 25
years on, editor John Gregory’s beautiful balance of emotional family scenes
and quiet reflections, leavened with a comic but resonant flurry of
photographer Maurice’s work shoots, establishes the films network of needs.
Even its oddities add to the rich mix (the French financiers tried to axe a tiny
life-in-one-scene drunken cameo by Ron Cook, whose resentful reek adds
useful pathos). That heart-stopping eight-minute first meeting scene is still
grabby rather than grandstanding, Cynthia’s slow mortification showing off
Brenda Blethyn’s extraordinary performance. But Timothy Spall’s less showy
bemusement and unease as peacemaker Maurice and Marianne Jean-
Baptiste’s compassionate Hortense feel equally vital.

Kate Stables, Sight & Sound, June 2021

Secrets & Lies looks at the lives of Black and white Britons and tries to
imagine a way in which both can begin to share the same family blood link.

Hortense (Marianne Jean-Baptiste), a young Black professional woman,
decides, on the death of both her Black foster parents, to seek out her
biological mother. When she approaches the relevant social services
department, she discovers for the first time that her biological mother,
Cynthia, is white.

Secrets is full of other surprises. It bravely subverts stereotypes and
challenges easy assumptions. For instance, it allows another insight into
guestions of race and class. When Hortense eventually meets her biological
mother, Cynthia (Brenda Blethyn), she finds a socially inadequate woman who
has allowed her dreams to be crushed by the limited horizons and realities of
her life. The contrast between their lifestyles is even more acute. Hortense has
a professional job and owns her own immaculately decorated flat, while
Cynthia works in a factory and lives in a shambolic and crumbling house. Her
daughter, Roxanne (Claire Rushbrook), is a road sweeper, and she leans
heavily on her brother Maurice (Timothy Spall) for emotional support.

Hortense’s presence haunts this film. Until Cynthia has made peace with her,
she will not be completely at peace with herself. The climax of this process of
soul searching is reached at a family birthday party for Roxanne where, all the
family’s secrets and lies are laid bare. Amidst the tears and new truths,
Hortense, the ‘dark stranger’, is finally welcomed into the white British family.

Hortense goes forward to her white family — but in order to do this she has to
go alone. We see no pictures of her Black foster parents, and her two foster
brothers are seen only once, arguing with each other about their inheritance,



but never talk to Hortense. But it is not just her Black foster family (read Black
culture) who must remain ‘strangers’ — the Black man, Hortense’s real father,
remains somewhere at the edge of the abyss, a dark shadowy figure who in
this movie cannot yet be brought in from the cold.

So who was this man who could break Cynthia’s heart — but couldn’t yet be
talked about openly”? Would he ever be invited to dinner — to the table of

equality with the rest of his family”?

Onyekachi Wambu, BFI Screenonline, screenonline.org.uk
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Linda Beckett (pin-up housewife)
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MIKE LEIGH
A COMPLETE FILM SEASON

Bleak Moments

Mon 18 Oct 20:40; Thu 28 Oct 18:00

Nuts in May

Wed 20 Oct 18:00; Sun 31 Oct 11:20 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh, Alison
Steadman, Roger Sloman, Anthony O’Donnell, Stephen Bill and Sheila
Kelley)

The Kiss of Death + The Permissive Society

Sat 23 Oct 12:50

Hard Labour

Sat 23 Oct 15:10

Happy-Go-Lucky

Sun 24 Oct 14:50 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh, Sally Hawkins, Alexis
Zegerman and Kate O’Flynn); Mon 15 Nov 20:40

Meantime

Sun 24 Oct 18:00 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh, Marion Bailey and Phil
Daniels); Thu 11 Nov 20:45

Secrets & Lies

Mon 25 Oct 14:30; Sat 6 Nov 19:00 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh); Sat 27 Nov
15:00

Abigail’s Party

Tue 26 Oct 20:50; Sun 14 Nov 12:00 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh)

High Hopes

Thu 28 Oct 14:30; Tue 2 Nov 18:45 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh, Ruth Sheen
and Phil Davis); Thu 11 Nov 18:00; Sat 20 Nov 20:30

Life Is Sweet

Tue 28 Oct 17:50 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh); Thu 4 Nov 18:15; Tue 23 Nov
20:50

Grown-Ups + The Short and Curlies

Sat 30 Oct 17:15 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh); Tue 30 Nov 14:15

Home Sweet Home

Mon 1 Nov 17:50 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh); Sat 6 Nov 11:45

All or Nothing

Wed 3 Nov 20:30; Wed 10 Nov 20:30; Sun 21 Nov 17:10 (+ Q&A with
Mike Leigh, Lesley Manville and Marion Bailey)

Career Girls

Fri 5 Nov 20:50; Fri 12 Nov 18:15; Tue 23 Nov 18:00 (+ Q&A with Mike
Leigh)

Vera Drake

Fri 12 Nov 20:40; Fri 26 Nov 17:40 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh, Imelda
Staunton and Phil Davis)

Topsy-Turvy

Sun 14 Nov 17:30 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh and Jim Broadbent); Sun 28
Nov 17:40

Another Year

Fri 19 Nov 17:30 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh, Ruth Sheen and Lesley
Manville); Mon 29 Nov 20:30

Four Days in July

Sat 20 Nov 11:50 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh and Brid Brennan); Wed 24 Nov
14:15

Peterloo

Sat 20 Nov 16:20 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh); Mon 29 Nov 17:40

Mr. Turner

Sun 21 Nov 13:10 (+ Q&A with Mike Leigh, Marion Bailey and Dorothy
Atkinson); Sat 27 Nov 17:30

Who’s Who + A Sense of History + A Running Jump

Sat 30 Nov 14:00

MIKE LEIGH’S CHOICES

Tokyo Story (Tokydé monogatari)

Mon 18 Oct 20:20; Thu 21 Oct 14:30; Sat 13 Nov 14:10; Tue 30 Nov
14:00

Jules et Jim

Tue 19 Oct 20:50; Wed 10 Nov 14:30

The Tree of Wooden Clogs (L’albero degli zoccoli)

Wed 20 Oct 14:00; Fri 29 Oct 13:30; Sun 7 Nov 13:50

| Am Cuba (Soy Cuba)

Wed 20 Oct 14:30; Sat 13 Nov 20:10

Radio Days

Sat 23 Oct 13:20; Tue 16 Nov 18:10

H3

Mon 25 Oct 18:00 (+ Q&A with director Les Blair); Wed 24 Nov 20:50
A Blonde in Love (AKA Loves of a Blonde) (Lasky jedné plavovlasky)
Mon 25 Oct 20:40; Fri 19 Nov 21:00

The Story of Gilbert and Sullivan

Sun 14 Nov 14:40; Sun 28 Nov 14:50
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Welcome to the home of great film and TV, with three cinemas and a
studio, a world-class library, regular exhibitions and a pioneering
Mediatheque with 1000s of free titles for you to explore. Browse special-
edition merchandise in the BFI Shop.

We’re also pleased to offer you a unique new space, the BFI Riverfront —
with unrivalled riverside views of Waterloo Bridge and beyond, a delicious
seasonal menu, plus a stylish balcony bar for cocktails or special events.
Come and enjoy a pre-cinema dinner or a drink on the balcony as the sun
goes down.

Join the BFI mailing list for regular programme updates. Not yet
registered? Create a new account at www.bfi.org.uk/signup
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Enjoy a great package of film benefits including priority booking at BF
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We are always open online on BFI Player where you can watch the best
new, cult & classic cinema on demand. Showcasing hand-picked
landmark British and independent titles, films are available to watch in
three distinct ways: Subscription, Rentals & Free to view.
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