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WORKING WITH ACTORS

Mike Lasigh: | know that what | am on the whole maostly sxpected bo talk
sbout heva is the whola thing of working with actars creativedy, and how |
work with aciors, how | direcl aclars. | 1ake il Ihal most people ara awang
1hat what | do is o work with actors in a completely creative way and o
miake fhe: charachars with the actors in onder 1o make the film.

But &'s impossible for me fo talk about the business of working with
aciors, of dimcting actors, in Salation fram tha whole mabier of making the
film. bn athes wards, &l e ways that M'e developad ovar e years, 1o
work with &ciors can'l really be undarstood - are in fact meaningless — i
you don't ook at them in the context of the actual iotal fim-making
process | cannat - and thera is no need bo - isolate tha procass of
working with the actors (akhough that i primarily whal I'm going io 1alk sbout), without constantly remembering that what motivates the process — the
processas Mal | use — are e needs of the organc whole of the film, and, in fact, of fhe fim-making el

Mlike Leigh

In ofar words. the conception of the film, whal in conventional tanms would be the writing of the film, the devising of the whale thing, the structure of the
fém, all tha cinematic slements of tha fikn, the dramalic shape and meaning of tha film and indeed e requirements of shooting a film are &l inexdncably
intermelated to 1he organic process of working with actors ta create the characters. Thess things are nol separate; they're part of the whale

‘What | havee 1o make cleer (again, in order for you i understand a bit about how | work with aciors) is thal for me persanally the dstinchon babwaen
wriling and diracting, betwean the two disciplines of wiiting and directing, does not exist. | must siress thet what | do and the way | work with actors is
wary idiosyncratic and parsonal and, on the whole, ecoamnic and fairly zany, really, (but you may take from anything | might talk about things that may be
wsaful 1o apply bo the vanous kinds of work that you all do. For ma, the bamier betwean writing and drecting is non-existent. Thane should be one phrase
far it It's making films.

How | rrsaks fims demands cestain basic stating premises, certain basic conditions. Tha first condition is thal the seript (i you insist on caling it a
script), that fs to say, what happens in tha film, the structure of the film and in detaill who says what and s the rest of i, and indeed the shols of the
film and everything eke, that the script grows. If's something we amive at organically through a long prooess of preparation. n short, for me, taking
alongside me actars and everybody else nvolved in the project, the actual making of the film is a jouney of discovery in which we find cut what the film
8.

That means thal somatimes | sian off with vary, vany loose and vague notions and sometimes they'ne mone specific, sapandng on the film. But the Tact
s thad the fim we finaly make is a film that doesn' in 8Ny achual manilest way adst until we've made i

You may say, "What's new about thet? Thaf's what fim-making " And if you say that, then | absolutely agres with you. However, what everybady in
this room knows only too wed is shat in conventional film-making, T idea is thal a flm exists in its script form and all you have to do is maka it — and
hey presta, thena's the fin, But the fact of the mattar s that no film axists in its script form; all that exists is a script. And, as you all know, from your
prealer or lesser painful axpariances, if's entinaly possibla for the existence of the soripl to be an inhibiting facior in the discovary of the filn

S0 what | managed to star (o do way back in the skdies, was 1o return 1o the old, basic, raw conventions of film-making thal axisted whan fim bagan,
lorg befora tha talkies came in. Which is that a fim is semething that you go out and create, that you make. The fact is. nobody needs o know
pracisaly what its gaing bo be. You dorl nesd 1o, | don't need 1o know exactly what ifs going 1o ba. | need to be driven by a particular preccoupation, 8
particular fesling, a particular idea — something | feal | wanl to say, or, indesd, a numbar of slemants that interalate, Or af least | reed 1o be driven by a
sanse of what those things might be.

Somatimas,  you were ko say to me al vanous stages of the developmant of the film, right through the whole process, right through into
post-production, actualy, "Exactly what is it that you are saying? quite offen | don't know the answer. As we all know - I'm not saying anything that's
new, really — the craative procass applied io a medium as compbax, as sophisticatad as ™ cinema, s 8 combination — must be a combination — of your
imuitse and your inelechual, your objective, your political motivation, your sense of tings, all kinds of shuff, which is not necessanly easlly pirned down in
a totally rational and logical way & each stage of the game. I's a crestiva, investigative thing

e of the things thar's essential for ma to be able b achieve the conditions in which 1o work with 8ciors i 1o be able to make the filn withoul any
stated commitmant as to what it will eventually bacome. In other wonds, the ideal investons give us the money and say, "Go away and make the fim,
When you've made the film, we'll find ow what it is "

You may say, "Hang on a minute. That's pratty dificult " And of course it is. | have made seventesn ful-length fims bul there are 5o many projects that
didt happan Because. “NMo-one would grve us the money? i the first candidate.

Later | come back to what Fm suggesting is a very imponant thing that I've had to lay out first, which is that film-making is not just a mabier of the
director and tha actar, Evarything must relabe in scme way (o the overall conception of the film, the sensa of the fesl, the spirit, the style of the film, tha
nature of the narratiee thal you're going 1o creats, eIz,

Il talk nosw about the actual busingss of working with the sciors.

Thera are actors and aciors, as everybody hene knows. You could say, wall, thers are good actors and bad actors, and thaf's also irue. Bul also thens
are different kinds of actors. On the whola what | do anly works with intelligant aciors (and wa all know fhane ane a lof of stupld sctors arcund in the
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waorld). It realy doss only work with pecple wha are bright, but alse, mane particularly, it really only actually works with Bctors who &, in a general sense,
what | would cal "characier aciors”. In olher words, people who Bre nol just able io play themsebmes, but who can go beyond themsehes and indeed e
rrotivated o do s because they have an intanast, a compulsion 1o loak af the warld and axplore and create and reflect differant kinds of pecple and
virious sactions of socely, There are actors arcund wha can do that and that's what ifs all about, and on the whole fose are the son of actors that |
look for.

How do | Gudiion Belors? How do | ook fior actors? How does i work? Especially | don't know how the film's going to daveiop. Wall, as fo nal knoeing
what ii's going bo ba like, it may be hal | sciually have gol a veny open brief for mysalf and 'm really not al all sure what the fim & but Ne just gota
feeling or @ sense of iL It may be, N canan cases — the mast exireme and cbvicus example is & fikn | made & few yaars ago cabed Topsy-Turvy, which
was & Mastorical fikn about the feaabre and whana ther wane very specific issues that we knew we were going o deal with. But | may have some kind of
notion about the developmant of a fim, For example, | may thenk it's goirg bo focus on a family in soma way'? 5o | may have the idea of induding an
older person, or a brather and sister. Or | may have & nofion that it needs a particular kind of guy in a certain sorl of area. Thess notions will be going on
when I'n mesting end laking lo sciors, considening tham for roles.

Often Nl be meeting new actors who | haven't come across before, and it may just be thal semebody special comes in | talk to them. | find oul about
tham, | ged them to just chat in 8 privata way, and then | bring them back and do & lilte bil of work with ham. | may ba that an acior or an aclrass
comes along and | just think, there ame all sors of pessbiities for craating an interesting characier with this particular person. immedistesy that stars to
happen, | make some kind of provisional discovary, which will be someshing in the film that | havent previously thought of, just on the basis of meeting &
paricular acior and sesing the potential sort of characler thal aclor may be able Lo creala with me.

I's the sama thing, way down the lne of the process of lim-making, as respanding 1o a location, of going 1o & locasion and thinking, "Wow! ITll be grest
1o do something in heral® And then seaing i, nking # up with e idea that you've got on tha go. That really s in the nature of the whale creative procass
of film-making. :

.9

ASSEMBLING THE CAST

S0 | get togesher a cast of actors, When there are a kot of actors, | amange it so they don't all start 8t once, because i's 8 waste of imae. But | arrange
il %0 What they join n gradually during the process ard it siowty grows. And | really organise that on the basis of a seres of nalions as 1o who might be
miana likely 1o ba cantral characiers. They would stan earfier and other people would join in labar. But it dossnt praclude thoss pacpls whao join later from
hanving & karge part of te thing if # grows hal way.

Erom a practical poirt of view, what happens i this: We deciga when we're going 1o shoat the picture and for how long. “Hang onf? you may excaim. °If
thare's no scripl and you don't know what the fim's going o be. how o you know what the budget's going to ba? Thaf's an obvious question. YWall, the
bugget on the whaole 5 dafined by palting 83 much as anyone will give us, given that thene's no scriph. And thal, funnily encugh, craatas iis own et
value, becauss there i a foed amount... My producer end | have been in shuations oftan whens be'll talk o people controling the manay and tell me,
“Wall, there’s no problism aboul Thena baing no script, but what about Nicole Kidman 7

Than | say, "Wall, forget abaut it. | don't want to know, basically.” Because obviously, what's impontant, apart from anything else, is to get together -
ol anly should they be actors that | want to work with anyway and that are there for 8 good reasen, but also you need 1o assamible & group of 8ctors
who can work together in a mally democralic, ensemibie spint.

Wa estabish that there is going 1o be & shoot that will run over a canain rumber of weels. We then set up a long rehearsal panod preceding the shool
that these days is usually about six months, Thef's a fultime, continuous, hardworking process. L isnt what some people call “work-shopping, 7 il lsn'l &
pel-legether thres svanings & waak, it's a proper, fully confracted, lenglhy process. Mve done lofs of fims in the past where the lime frame was much
shorter Ehan that - yeu cul your cioth sccording o its kength — but the fact of Bw malber i, rowedays it's about six months. I's however long a period of
tirrve that you need.

What goss on in that period, in broad terma, is that there comes into existence the whaole workd of the film, the whole three-dmensional world out of
which my job ullimately is to distil, b carve, to create the film. But what gets created in that rehearsal period cannol ba a random worid. My job is 1o
b it 80 that implcit in that workd are thae foundations of the film. The dramatic dynemics of the alements within that combination of characters and
conflicts and relationships and evenything else — that has to be impicitly the premise of the film,

One of tha main practical ways of making svenyihing function for the actors is this: | ask an actor to take part in the film and | say, "1 will never 1all you
what the film is about. | can tell you whal your charactar is, we're going 1o create that in the rehearsals. in tha process of making the film, And it's
absalutely vital thal you agree 1o enter into the spirt of & gama, which is that you will never know arything about any of the oiher charachers axcepl whal
your character would know — &t any stage of the procsedings.” That is an absolutely fundamental principle.

I'd stress emphatically that there |s nothing in that amangemant that invabves being elusive, or enigmalic, of mystical, or mystanous, or about power, of
conired, of Iricking snybody, or any of those things. I's nothing to do with any of thal, it is prectical. Baceusa the substance of the material grows out of
slaborate and exiensive Improvisations, ifs ultary assential hat in an improvisation the acior playing & character only knows whal his or her characier
woudd aciually know. That's fundemeantal, so that real, manful tensicns and relationships anes engendaned by the improvisations.

In onder 10 organise the practicalities of everybody only being eware of what their charscter would know, we do have b go i anofmous lengins
sometimes ko protect people from nformation, 1o make sure thet cenain pecple are in dfferent places &t diferent times and all the rest of it. I7's quite
complicatad, but it's essantial, and § works. Bacause it means that you really do have this organic, truthful foundation for the: madesial that prows &5 you
bwild the film.

That principle applas all the way through the process, as long as it needs 1o, right into the shooting. One of the myths is that at 1he and of the rehearsal
period we've gol the saript and then we shoat. In fact, the crealive procass continues all the way through, so that | can, when il comes (o the shooting
stage, po on being investipative and creatie and discovanng the film.

s important to el you about that because whal happens at the beginning of the working process, is that | work privabely and indhidually with each
actor. In ofhar words, there are only tha two of us in the session for @ long while ko stan with, al the beginning of the process for sach acior,
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GETTING INTO CHARACTER

Whatl heppens? As I've already said, this is all about actors nol playing themsebes. You could easily gl togalher soma actors and dectare, “Okay, well,
WoUTE IoVerS, you two, S0 improvise, ", but that's not whal iU's aboul. As you wil undersiand, what I'm concerned with is actually crealing a microcosm,
a piciure of the world, which really is rocled in the way socety is in all its detail,

O el the principles thal underpins and motivates the way that | approach what | do and the way | view the lnetion of an ector, the potential of an
actor, is thet | regand actors &s creative arfists, and that lies at the centre of the whole thing. An actor, o ma, & not simply an idiot whoss job is to leam
the lines and not fall over e fumitune ard generally preland (o ba somebody alse's idea. That's not what it's all about. Il is saying 1o actors, "Come and
be & collaborative artist in your own right

| start olf by saying 1o asch actor, “Make a list of as many people as you can think of who are so and so.." | give esch aclor a differant specification
depanding on what fm doing, On Maked, | jus! said to Davd Thewis, whose character you will ba famiiar with, “Make & ist of guys.” And he made a ist
of 120 peaple that he knes.

Wi b hong sessions |asling two hours, four hours esch day, the acior and mysef. And then | alemate with the olher ectors, peopie coms and ga,
and it's wary private bacause each acior only knows whet he of she is doing. To start with, | get the actor merely to falk about each person, each real
person that he or sha knows in turn. Afler a whille {somelimes a leng whils and somatimes quite quickly), depanding on the acior and the cheracler and
whers we're up 1o in the film ard so forth, | choosa somebody on thair list and ask them o use that & & basis for a character. Cuke frequantly | might
choose mors than ona persan, somelimes fhree people, and we might bulld & charscter dresn from e sources,

Whal is going on during that prefiminary process? Fiest of all, Fm doing what P've already refamad 1o a few timas, which is, f'm aiready on my joumey of
discavery. | maght have a notien Noating around in my head. The actor talks about this person and that person, and they mention so-and-s0 and it
resonates with somathing in my heed, or it shifts scmething in my bead, or it suddanly relates 1o sormething that ona of the other characters is daing. In
olfvar wonds, I'm starting to see possibilties, becauss the job at the outset is bo find somebody the actor knows hat can sarve as the slarting point for
the characier

You may say, "YWhal usa is it ¥ the actor knows the person?™ How usedul is that from my point of view? The tnuth of the matter is thal (a) as | say, the
actor is a collabarating aest, (B} you have ko remembar — and this apples ta all films, and every fim you have or will meke yourselves — that the soipt s
the scrigt, the idea is the idea, but what is on the soreen is what is on fhe screen. Even if you wiite the greatest and mest parfect script in the werld,
you'na stll going to get an actor whose characlensation will be the flesh and biood reality thet exists in front of e camara when the camers ms over.
In ofhar words, thers is a distinction, speaking scentfically about i, betwaen the characier - which i the ides of the character — and the
characiensalion, in other words, what the actor aclually doas.

In any instanca, in any film, you're going to tap inta the actar and his or her personally and resowrces and experiences, 5o what | embrace is the fact
Ihat, since thal 8 & resity, let's make that aam its keep, let's make that wortfwhile.

If there's ro script, the actar has to have somewhang 1o starm. You can't just say, "Okay, stand up and act " Act what? There's no scena to act, there's
o action 1o acl What shall we act? ¥ you say, “Olkay, you know somebody called X ard you knesw this guy or this girl way back al school of you
worked in this shop or whatewer it was. Now start acting that persen.” The aclor, aperating &s an arist of a kind, therefore has a source 1o plug into at
e outset — just a5 an arist who's gaing ko draw somedhing has gol a particular thing to draw. It's vary basic and straightfonvand.

But that's only & starling point. As | say, you can make characlers that change by all kinds of processes. First of aill thay will change in the way they
interact with other paople. They can change through decisions we make changing Seir circumstances. They can changs through my working with the
actor to actually alter the way the character may walk or speak, the characters culiural background, all sorts of things. But the impontant thing is that
from the paint of view of the actual creative process, the actor has always got something ta plug inbo, Although & may grow and develop. and eventually
the acior's not thinking abaul B onginal source person we stared with, it means that there's a rack there abways 1o Toliow, 50 the actors always gat
sormething 1o go back o, 1o metvate and 1o be conneched fo.

The question then is: How doas that work? What do | achally do?

Mow, parallel b what Im describing, which i8 1ha pimeny job of bringing the contant of the film, the substance of the film, into existenca, paralial to that
something else is gong on from the very stan, One of the things that you may particulary appreciate in my fims ks the fact that the acting is very
confident. it's very solid, it's very grounded.

Al acting — by which | mean acting in fims and on balevision and in the thestre and, indead, where iL happans, on tha radio - is susceptible under the
prassures of performance and the pracicalities of Bwe pariormer heving 1o stand up and do it If many aciors ane in any way NErVOUS OF NBUNTHG of
unfocused or whatever & is, it's because of @ lack of securlty. Acions, 85 we know, are prone 1o be as vuinarable as anybody. Acting is a very vuineratie
kind of business.

Quibe aften on my films you get guys, spark eleciniclans or guys on the crew, and they say, "Rs funny, this film. The actors ana really relaxed, Nobody's
throwing a wabbly and nobody's having a tantrum and nobody's arying and they akways know their lines precisaly " Which is true. They do. And the reason
s tharl ihere's been real preparation, thers ere real foundations.

Yous may say, “Well, chviously, i you rebearse for s months, of course iI's secure.” But it's not maredy the fact of rehearsing for six months, wihich is
obvicusly true. but rot everybody in each movs rehearsas for six months. Some peopie join in at a later stage. That's not really the point. The paint is
that | starl and | work individually and privately — and by that | mesn nobody else is thane bul me and the actor in the session to begin with, no assistants
ar anybody and cenainly, lest anybody Bsks this guestion, 8t no stag of tha antine process is thene ever a camena of a recording machine of any kind, o
a shils camera or anything. It's all absolubely just about what happens.

Mol anly is that one-lo-ane process imponanl from the point of view of just finding and creating individual characters, but ifs also important from the point
of wienw of the actor becoming cantred and focused and grounded in what he or she is doing. Although it's clear, | hopa, from whal I've said, that the thing
about not knowing anything except what your character would know, is that you can create the dramatic material iruthfully, interestingly encugh, in my

9/1/08 3



Mike Leigh - Directors on Actors & Actors on Directors - Berlinale ... hitp://www berlinale-talentcampus.de/story/90/1 55

entire expenence of doing this | hawva never encounbansd an actor who fell exciuded or compromised by not knowing anything except what his or her
character would know, Every actor Fve ever worked with, right acnoss the boand — thaf's & lol of actors — have always found il extremely satisfying and
helpful in making them feel focused and comfortabile, They get into the spiril of not only not kndwing but not wanling 1o know.

YOU ARE THE CENTRE OF YOUR WORLD

Even if t's & main role or & manor ok in the film, each actor sees his or her characier as the cantre of the whole thing — nol egocentnically, but simply as
a practical perspective. Just like evarybody in this room, ncluding me, we each see ourselves &s the canire of the workd in which we'e living at this
mioment, Youw are ot sitting, any of you, in & workd in which Mike Laigh is the centre. Yiou are the centre of your workd. | just happen to be one of the
characters in your life &t this momant. When each actor, genuinely and actually, has an instinclive ratural sense of !at baing the parspective, when each
Bcior (5 abila to have tha ime and the space 1o explore the charscher, 1o Gacover the charecier, and indeed ba involved in decisions aboul the characters
I#e and all sors of other things — practical things, conceplual (hings — then it means thal way down the line, on the shoot, the acor knows wiho he or she
is and is secune and can tacka il

Just ta make that cleares, just io leap forward a bit in he whole thing: curng tha entie process of preparing the film the aciors start individually and wa
stari b build characiers. Then | put characiers fogethaer in all sons of combinaons, gradually, logically. If you remamber my film Secrats and Lies, for
gxample, &l the baginning of the process the first bwo characers | worked with iogether wers the brother end sister (the cantral character and her
brother, the photagrapher) bacausa | stared with them as childen. Obwviously it's logical for that relationship b be built first hrough the years of their life
bafana tha wife comas in or tha black daughter is bam or e while daughler is bom. Those heppaned logically at different stages.

Through & long pericd and through a great amount of discussion end improvisation the workd starls b grow inlo eostenca. You deal with characters really
living through years and years of their lives, moving lowards whal will svensually ba the fime present, the "Naw” of the achual filn. Bul et me remind you
that of course this is aboul making a fim. As wa progress through this process, thane an the horzon, gelting dally nearer and nearer, i the moment
whan we'ne going 10 o out on location and star shooling & piciure which has 1o have somae sanse of stnaciure. W will be in designed, seleciad locatons,
and all kinds of decisions wil be made on & practical fim-making level.

Obwicusly I'm not fucked away with the actors in total isclation. YWhile the whola thing is happening, the production designer and the costume designer, in
particular, are staing 10 be around and 1o gat a whiff, a smell, pick up, talk about, understand the characters. We begin 1o discuss the possibilties.

At @ vary sarly stage the cnematographer is present 100, and ha and | — it's always & guy that | happen 10 work with, Dick Pope — | will start sharing with
hirn and the preduction designer and the costume designer and indeed the make-up designer, such ideas 88 Bre growing and nurturing, Because obviously,
al the erd af the day, whan il comes bo it & film must be conceived in cinematic terms and nol merely as a vehicle for the characiers, Tha characler
and the concaption, as fve aleady said, must be very much inlemelsted.

But from the paint of view of the security of the actor that | was talking about & few minutes ago, its important o observe the relabonship nol only
petwean the Aoior and me, the direcior, bul alss e vokement n our process of the production designer and the costume desigrer Bnd e make-ug
designer. From the sarfiest possible stage, the minute | say 1o an actor, "Okay, there's this parson that we've decided we're poing 0 basa the characier
on. Do the person,” | will ask thal actor bo start using some kind of costume, for example dothes that ane mane bo do with the character than the acter,
=0 thal the Bolor can star 1o discover and be the characier. The acior can stan 1o acquire the important discipline of enlering characher and coming cut
of characier. Throughout the entire process ifs vRel hat this rule apphas.

(ine of the myths about what | do is that it relates 1o some misundenssood notions of Method acting where the acior becomes the character end remains
the character day and night, twenty-four hours round the dodk, throughout the entire procesdings. | know actors who would be incapable of this
sophisticated notion of going inte character and then baing that person in a complalaly crganic way and then coming cut of character and baing abie 1o be
abjective aboul what he or she did or said or falt or mxparenced during e improvisation, during the acting.

Wihan | say to the actor right af the beginning, "Be the person,” If's important to star to get the actor info the natural dsaplne of nol fealing that acting
is paing o be about baing inlerasting or perfaming consciously, Most of you will have experienced in one way of anciher the so-called improvisation
workshops end all that kind of thing, whare tha objed is b stand up and entertain. I's a given thal aclors are expected to stand up and be inberesting.
And indead most acting in mast filns is about showing up snd delivering the goods in front of the camena and making it imeresting. I's essential, from
thes paint of view of what T 1aling sbout, that right from the baginning, | get the acier, each aclor, ink the serious and proper discipline of forgalting
about thal.

You sey, "Okey. Hare ks this person you've talked about, who you knew ban years ago. Here's & room.” (We've gol a reom with chairs and & bed and 8
cupboard or whataver. ) “Just start to be this person. Dorit iry and be interesting. Don't make anything happan. It's not & scens, i's just this person thers
i the rooen in real time, al the speed of real lime — sidy minutas is sixdy minutes and five minutes is five mingles — and I'm going 1o leave you alone for
awhila” | go away and kave him o it. This is what | do at the sudiions, aclually. And so the ector puts all tha acting anargy ino baing the charactar.

¥ you start with that vary simgle thing at the baginning of the whole process, gradually, as the character grows, and if you always, 85 | do, inchude &
warm-up pencd 5o they sctually can get info character, then when the actor starts 10 interacl with other characters, the acior's in the characier. The

aclors ot used to e idea of not having 1o make things happen, Not Maving 1o be inbanesting.

THE ACTOR'S CONTRIBUTION

The cardingl nile, if you like, for making this kind of thing happen is that the actor is nol being invited 1o be a writer. The actor is making & coniribution by
inbuitive, sportanecus, truthful acting. The minute the actor stars io edicrialise what would be interesting or what he or she thinks should happen, you're
fucked, basicaly. Fucked from A to Z. 5o long as the actor is contributing through being the character, responding to whatever i is in & tnuthful and
inballigant way, thet is good news. If you've coma hera to ask me, "What is the key to what you do? then this is ona of the man keys o what | do.

Az he whole thing develops and procoeds, a sophisticated character achor, in order b do whal I've just describad, 12 be organic and sportansous in the
situation bag still hold on 1o the characier, must ba constantly making selective judgemants. Mot judgemants. &s M've aliready said, about what should
happen o editorial or drarmatic judgaments but "How would | react? How would this parson raact? How would he o she resct 7 s a complex thing. |
dan't for & moment maan 1o suggest that the actor gels los in a sort of iotal spontansous reakly.
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