MIKE LEIGH

Vera Drake

Mike Leigh on ‘Vera Drake’
The film’s feeling for 1950 is very vivid. What is your attitude to that period?

| was seven in 1950 so my recollections are there in the spirit of what you see.
The film obviously had to be set before the 1967 Abortion Act but there’s also
a sense of togetherness, a wholesomeness, a positive kind of innocence that
are characteristic of the period, though that’s not to say that 1950 was an
entirely uncynical world. | feel no nostalgia for the austerities of that time — the
only moment | felt nostalgic was when they wheeled in the cars. But the focus
of the Drake family is very much about ‘getting on with it’, not having a lot of
choices and making the most of what you have.

How did you approach recreating the period?

What I've done, as ever, is to create a heightened realism, to distil the
essence of the time. In reality, for instance, the Drakes would have had the
wireless on all the time, but that would have slowed us down to a naturalistic
pace and made the scenes literal — not to mention the fact that we could
barely afford copyright for anything; even the movies Vera and Stan watch are
a concoction. The same distillation is there in the colours too: there are a lot of
greens and greys that are non-naturalistic but suggest the functional,

utilitarian spirit of the period.

Did any films from the 1950s influence the way you shot the movie?

No. It must be disappointing for Sight & Sound, but there are no conscious
film references. But DoP Dick Pope suggested Bill Brandt and we looked at
some Picture Post stuff, which was quite useful.

| was especially taken with the opening scene when the Drakes are preparing
evening tea.

If you’re familiar with my fiims, you’ll see | like the discipline of this kind of set-
up. | love looking through doorways, that kind of thing. And in that early scene
when they’re all coming and going we managed to say a lot in a totally
cinematic way.

Was it hard to find parts of London that could convincingly pass for 19507

That was a slight problem. But more of a problem was making a period film
with no money — we had a ridiculously tight budget and we shot it all on Super
16. In any case, the issue was more how to avoid shooting the 2003 real
world, which is why there are so few street scenes. At first we had some flats
lined up in Grays Inn Road but there was trouble with squatters so we moved
to Stepney. A lot of the film was shot in a decommissioned hospital in Crouch
End: we used it as a rehearsal space for six months, then for the hospital
scenes, and then shot other scenes in the outbuildings. It was an environment
we could control.

How did the actors get into a 1950 mindset?

During rehearsals we did all the usual things | get people to do, which include
creating their characters and defining their relationships to one another as well
as a massive amount of research. Everyone takes part in this. We talked to
people who had memories of that time, we read a lot, we looked at movies



and newsreels, we listened to radio programmes, we consulted a couple of
guys at the Imperial War Museum to piece together the characters’ journeys
through World War Il. Having done Topsy-Turvy, which is set at the turn of the
last century and was in many respects a taller order, | know both periods are
accessible. Don’t ask me how I’d make a film set in the 12th century — you
could research it until you were blue in the face but you still wouldn’t know
what reality to create. But the sense of what things Victorian and later looked
like, smelled like and sounded like is part of our received notions. And given
the right time and space to absorb it, it gets into your bloodstream.

| think Imelda Staunton and Phil Davis, who play Vera and her husband Stan,
were born after 1950. But though | was born in 1943, | can ‘remember’ the
1930s through my parents, my grandparents, all sorts of things. And the right
kind of actors — which is to say intelligent, creative actors — can assimilate the
period. Somebody said the other day that the film won’t mean much to
younger people. But that’s just daft — even within the context of unwanted
pregnancies it can resonate with young adults today.

The film will be thought of as an ‘issue film’, the issue being abortion. But it’s
far from black and white. | read in another interview that you’re more
interested in asking questions than in supplying answers.

In this particular case the job was to confront the audience with a moral
dilemma. People have to make their own decisions about how they see it. But
having said that, it’s also implicit in the film that backstreet abortionists cannot
be a good thing.

| was struck by Vera’s reference to her single-parent background; her mother
may have chosen to abort her had she had access to the facilities.

That’s all there for you to ponder. | put in that information in a way that leaves
you to work with it rather than laying it on the line. If you sit in a tube train and
listen to a conversation you can glean a great deal even if you have no
background information. | don’t think film storytelling should be quite so
serendipitous, but on the other hand | always work on the assumption that
the audience is at least as intelligent as | am, if not more so, so | don’t have to
super-explain. And it’s important that the audience leaves with stuff to take
away.

Are you ever surprised by audiences’ interpretations?

In the earlier part of the film people laugh uproariously at moments | don’t
think are particularly funny. But overall such a film must be open to different
interpretations, short of anybody totally misreading it and thinking it’s
concerned with Egyptology or something similar.

| believe the funding came through at the last minute.

The UK Film Council was in place. And | will simply say that StudioCanal were
less than enthusiastic because their previous film with me, All or Nothing,
though critically reasonably well respected, was on the whole a box-office
flop. So they were reluctant to take part, though they did put up money in the
end.

Do you feel pressure to make films that will do well at the box-office?

I've always thought it a good thing if you can make a film that works
commercially. I’'m not concerned to make films that are consigned to arthouse
obscurity; in fact, | get very pissed off when people talk about my films as
arthouse. But | would be incapable of yielding to manifest pressure to do



something | didn’t believe in. My most successful film commercially was
Secrets & Lies, and there’s no doubt that was to do with the subject matter —
adoption — which has an obvious hook. All or Nothing hasn’t got a hook: it’s
about love and redemption, which are not as palpable as adoption or,
hopefully, abortion. Topsy-Turvy had the potential to be either a commercial
proposition or something that would be rejected as esoteric; it found its own
level, which I'm happy with. I'm motivated to do things that talk to audiences.

There’s no compromise.

It’s rare to see a film about such a singularly good person as Vera that

remains engaging.

For me that was the biggest challenge. I’'m quite good at characters who are
quirky and complicated, though I’ve dealt with characters who are good
people too — for instance, Maurice in Secrets & Lies is a precursor to Vera.
Though Vera is an organic creation, her character is driven by the morality of
the film: this is a good person whom society casts in the role of a criminal.

Interview by Edward Lawrenson, Sight & Sound, January 2005
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