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Mike Leigh on ‘Career Girls’
Where did the idea for Career Girls come from?

All my films are full of ongoing, running ideas. It's not the kind of movie where
there’s one idea. And I’'m fascinated, and always have been, by the way you
run into people after a long time and they’ve changed, but they’re still the
same old them. It’s about friendship, and it’s about caring for people. It's
about memory and the way things become fragmented that happened in the
past. They’re kind of things I've dealt with before in my films in different ways,
and | just thought it would be good to look at this very specifically. | actually
go back and see what they were like, and share those things with the
audience a bit.

All my films are autobiographical, but not in a kind of specific way. | mean, |
can’t point to a particular character or event and say, that’s me and that’s
what happened to me. But the spirit of my films are very much personal, and
In that sense autobiographical. | am endlessly fascinated by the way that we
change, we stay the same, we have these accumulated memories, and our
memories become confused. And that there are certain passions for people
that don’t ever die. There’s a bit of that explored in Career Girls and it’s an
important thing. Life is an untidy, unresolved, complicated bundle of order
with a huge amount of disorder and bad timing. That's what | try to deal with
in a small way in this film. We all have these experiences and feelings and they
won’t go away, and that’s what it’s about.

Is there any particular character in Career Girls that you identify most with?

The funny and strange thing is, if | think of all my characters, | suddenly find

that there’s bits of me in all of them, really. It's one of those curious things.

| mean, obviously, if you take Hannah, whom Katrin Cartlidge plays, there are
aspects of the kind of humour and role-playing, particularly when | was much
younger, that | would identify with. But again, she’s a different sort of person;
she’s a woman. Again, sometimes | feel like a very big lump that Ricky is, and
sometimes I’'m the sort of heel that the real estate agent is. It depends, really.

As a storyteller and artist, | am concerned with Us, with the relations between
men and women and the way we are, and all these things are important to
me. There’s no way that | can specifically tell you that | have a particular
reason for being concerned with female relations as such. It’s just something
that’s as important to me as everything else, really. I’'m a gregarious,
sophisticated, experienced person who’s known a lot of people and actually
known various kinds of women ranging from my grandmother and my mother
through to my sister, and all kinds of other women that I’'ve known in various
other capacities, some biblical and some not. But mainly I’'m a person whose
job as an artist is to explore, discuss and tell stories about the human
condition.

You call your movie Career Girls, and yet what we really see are the
characters away from work, and never at their jobs.

Well, there’s a certain irony in that. We see them a lot of the time in the film
when they’re students, and they’re very much not career girls. And here they



are in these official roles of career women, they’ve got it together. But actually
it’'s not working in the strict sense for either of them, it’s fractured in some
ways. So they’re playing this role, this career girl role, but again underneath it
all, it’s still the same old them a few years up the line. So that’s why I’ve called
it Career Girls. You don’t see them in their work situation, because obviously
I’'m concerned with exploring their relationship with each other.

You’re known for your unique method of organically crafting your scripts in
collaboration with the cast. Do you ever feel this method distances you from
your own original and personal conception of the story?

On the contrary, | cannot imagine working in a way that would allow me more
ability to do what | want to do, and to explore more precisely what it is | want
to explore. | think if | were to be forced by some fascist regime with a gun to
my head to write scripts in a conventional way, | would then feel there was no
way | could access what | really wanted to do. And to me the way | work,
which | hope is getting more and more refined as time goes by, is very much
a way of really being able to address what | really want to address, and make
the film live and work just the way | want it to be. And it’s because it’s about
filmmaking. It’s not about writing a piece of literature, which you then convert
iInto something called a film. It's about working, as it were, directly onto the
canvas, creating the film in, as you say, an organic way, working from scratch.
And that gives you absolute control over it.

We're talking about filmmaking here, and any filmmaker that feels they are
making a film by themselves frankly neither understands the medium nor is a
genuine filmmaker. There’s no such thing as a film that you make by yourself.
It is a collaborative process, and all | do is shift the boundary lines a bit. Even
If you write a script conventionally, other people are going to make that film
with you, actors are going to interpret those roles. So all | do is integrate the
writing and conception of the film, the exploration, the research and all those
things that lead to the film, with the actual organic process of making the film
itself.

Has the popularity of your work affected you?

It just encourages me. I’'ve been making films since 1971, and some of the
films I've made have sunk into relative obscurity. That’s not what | make
films for.

In Career Girls we see a lot of signs of physical distress, like rashes and tics,
that literally ‘flesh out’ your characters.

Yes, | think it’s no big deal. | mean, with all due respect to everybody, we’re
all susceptible to tics and twitches of one kind or the other. That's
idiosyncratic, and that’s how people are. The only reason why you may be
prone to interpret or decode them as a series of statements, images or
symbols of some kind is that on the whole characters in movies don’t behave
like real people.

On the whole, characters in movies behave like actors behave when they’re
playing characters in movies. Which is to say, with all the twitches, tics and
behavioural and physical characteristics and defects removed and sort of
blanded and bleached out of existence. Here | am simply putting people on
the screen the way we really are, and so it may seem that it’s all about tics
and twitches, but it’s just about people really.

Mike Leigh interviewed by Prairie Miller, 1996
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