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The ground is churned, dusty, an un-English yellow. This, and the scattering 
of broken corpses, suggest we are looking at a picture of a place far from 
home. Somewhere the law hasn’t quite reached. Dodge City, perhaps, or one 
of those hot, dry locations in a Jodorowsky picture. But this is St Peter’s Field, 
Manchester, on the morning after the bloody afternoon of 16 August 1819, 
and the three living people in the frame are Richard Carlile, a radical 
pamphleteer from London; John Tyas, a reporter from the Times; and James 
Wroe, editor of the Manchester Observer. Grim and exhausted, they discuss 
how to put what they’ve witnessed into print. One man compares it to the 
field of Waterloo. And in that exchange, they coin a word for the next day’s 
headlines, for the history books, and for two centuries of commemorative art 
that encompasses Shelley’s ‘The Mask of Anarchy’, an overture by Malcolm 
Arnold, and the Mike Leigh film that puts these images on the screen. 

Peterloo is the name of the film, and the one we now give to the moment 
when a crowd of between 60,000 and 100,000 people, representing a wide 
variety of working- and middle-class opinion, gathered on a three-acre patch 
of open ground in the briskly industrialising settlement of Manchester. Their 
demands now seem rather modest: universal male suffrage, less taxation 
without representation and the repeal of the Corn Laws that had raised the 
price of bread just as wages fell in the slump that followed the Napoleonic 
Wars. This wasn’t a scene from Les Misérables: few came armed, many wore 
their Sunday best, ‘God Save the King’ was sung before the speeches. 
Violence, however, was the only answer they received. The demo was policed 
by a lethal mix of professional soldiers and barely trained volunteer militia, 
administered by a jittery and inadequate gaggle of magistrates, empowered 
by an administration in London which was increasingly paranoid about losing 
its grip on power. Cavalrymen charged into the field, sabres drawn. Fifteen or 
more demonstrators were killed and hundreds injured. As men, women and 
children fell beneath the steel and the horses, General Sir John Byng, the 
supreme commander of Britain’s Northern Forces, was having a flutter at  
York races. 

‘I grew up a 15-minute bus ride from where this happened,’ says Leigh. ‘But 
we didn’t know about it. And loads of folk working on the film, who were from 
up north, had never heard of it. It was mentioned for about four minutes in my 
O-level history lessons in 1959, but there was no resonance. My dad was a 
socialist and I don’t remember him mentioning it at all, and I could imagine 
him pontificating about it at length.’ The evidence of how Leigh filled this 
silence is now crammed into his Greek Street office in Soho: two metres of 
box files containing research accumulated in the last four years; a stack of 



 
 

crates in which some of the banners made for the film are stowed. These, 
says Leigh, have already been raised again at events to mark the massacre, 
taking their place in the long tail of the event, and in the debate the film has 
stirred about Peterloo’s place in cultural memory. 

Two decades have passed since Leigh first began travelling in time. It’s now 
hard to recall the bafflement caused when he announced that he was 
assembling almost 100 actors and singers for a costume drama about the life 
of Gilbert and Sullivan. How could a director whose process begins with 
actors and improvisation, rather than with a lonely writer staring at a blank 
screen, tackle a historical subject? Once Topsy-Turvy (1999) was released, 
nobody asked that question, and the British past became as much his 
territory as all those modern suburban streets and living rooms. Vera Drake 
(2004) set the controls for 1950, Mr. Turner (2014) despatched a 
magnificently tumbledown Timothy Spall back to the final years of Joseph 
Mallord William Turner. 

Peterloo, however, is a history on a grander scale. If Mr. Turner was the Leigh 
version of the artist’s biopic – his Lust for Life (1956) or The Agony and the 
Ecstasy (1965)– then Peterloo is his Battleship Potemkin (1925), a film that is 
interested in portraying castes and classes as much as individuals, which it 
then propels towards a bloody and canonical scene. Peterloo is the first Leigh 
film for which the press notes contain a diagram that arranges the characters 
by type – constabulary, reformers, the monarchy, the Home Office, the 
radicals. 

The tree has many branches. Maxine Peake and Pearce Quigley lead a 
fictional family of Manchester weavers, who typify the urban working poor and 
conduct domestic conversations that supply the audience with the economic 
data we need to negotiate the story. Real historical figures – Rory Kinnear’s 
Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt; Karl Johnson’s stammering home secretary, Lord 
Sidmouth; Vincent Franklin’s snaggle-toothed magistrate, the Rev Ethelston – 
populate scenes that often require them to gather themselves in tableaux, as 
if Hogarth were poised to fill the air around them with speech bubbles. 

The scale of the project, Leigh insists, gave him no headaches. ‘I’ve been 
talking for years about doing a film on a big canvas. I’m very comfortable with 
three characters on the stairs or in the back garden. But I’m a filmmaker 
who’s turned on by wanting to capture the world. The world isn’t always in 
one room.’ And, he adds, he has no fear of managing crowds. ‘Topsy-Turvy 
wasn’t exactly a three-hander,’ he says. ‘We had more issues with the chorus 
wearing those awful thick Mikado costumes in the Richmond Theatre under 
heavy-duty lighting in a heatwave than we had with all those extras on the 
fields of Peterloo.’ Fundamentally, his famous process remained unchanged. 
‘Most of the actors were with us for six months, in groups. The family, the 
magistrates, the military, the radicals, the moderates. I’d work individually with 
them, discuss the background, the politics, the event, do improvisation.  



 
 

The intelligence and commitment and seriousness of every actor was very 
impressive. There are lots of actors who’d be fucked if they tried to do this.’ 

Lots of directors, too, particularly those who might succumb to the anxiety of 
influence. How does a filmmaker with Leigh’s sensibility – one who avoids 
gesture, elaborate camerawork and editing – tackle the kind of scene for 
which Eisenstein created such a powerful model? ‘Dick Pope,’ he says, ‘the 
cinematographer, kept talking about [Kurosawa’s 1985 epic] Ran more than 
Battleship Potemkin. If you’re a seasoned filmmaker with a proper film culture 
in your DNA because you’ve been watching movies forever, it’s just there.  
But I’m not a genre-monger. I’m not a pastiche-monger. The approach is still 
very stylistic. It’s just that the nature of the style is making it unobtrusively real 
so you don’t see the cinematic wheels going round.’ 

During the massacre scene, Leigh makes decisions that seem positively anti-
Eisensteinian. There’s a moment at which a nameless character played by the 
much-loved actress Julie Hesmondhalgh seems ready to become the 
Peterloo equivalent of the lady with the pince-nez struck down on the Odessa 
Steps. But Leigh, with an almost extravagant lack of emphasis, declines to 
produce the moment for her. And unlike the Cossacks, the yeomanry 
regiments arrive without fanfare: their murderous progress begins as a 
stumbling, chaotic presence at the back of a wide shot of the crowd. 

‘I’ve spent a lifetime,’ Leigh says, ‘resisting voice coaches, dialogue coaches, 
stunt co-ordinators, fight directors, because I always thought we could just do 
it ourselves.’ Peterloo would have been impossible without a cohort of 
mounted stuntmen, but Leigh took pains not to let them employ stock 
manoeuvres we might have seen in other dramas. And he can’t resist sharing 
a story about another small victory in the war against cliché. ‘At one point,’ he 
tells me, ‘there was a suggestion that we should employ the services of a 
storyboard artist.’ He handles the phrase carefully, like Lady Bracknell naming 
an inauspicious stretch of railway track. ‘I said no way. It will be a waste of 
resources. The guy will spend most of the time in his caravan, if not in 
hospital.’ 

‘In hospital?’  

‘Yes. Because I’d beat the shit out of him.’ 

Matthew Sweet, Sight & Sound, October 2018 
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