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            Introduction

         

         
            ‘If we had succeeded here – and we could have done – we would have changed the world.’

            David Carr in Land and Freedom

         

         When Ken Loach was persuaded to become involved in this project in 1996, he said, ‘It’s a bit egotistical, isn’t it? I can’t imagine anyone wants to hear me waffling on.’ In its self-effacement, it was a characteristically Loachian comment, and the one, above all others, that I most vehemently disagreed with during the several meetings that enabled Loach on Loach to come into being. For there were pressing reasons why a personal account by Loach of his career should become a matter of record. First of all, there is no biography of Loach and only one book of commentary on his work as a film-maker in the English language.* Second, the social imperatives of Loach’s work mean it is in danger of becoming the intellectual property of a particular branch of film studies, which has a tendency to obfuscate the spirit in which his TV plays and films were made; Loach’s accessible conversation in the following pages reminds us that his prime concern is people, not rhetoric or ideology, no matter that his work is rooted in political struggle. Third, Loach has been scandalously neglected in terms of his craft as a director, on which, of course, the ideas in his films depend for their lucidity. How Loach and his collaborators made their early television plays and how, thirty years later, they make their feature films are central to this book.

         Loach is a naturally modest man. Indeed, he is a walking oxymoron: a film director apparently without ego. Cinematographer Chris Menges may have had Loach’s unusual combination of xgentleness, steel and purpose in mind when he said, ‘Ken is the man I admire most.’† Of the legions of directors who have addressed my tape-recorder over the years, Loach has been the least directorly in manner, the one least interested in attaching cosmic significance to the profession. The point would not be worth making except that it’s germane both to Loach’s approach to making his films and their dogged insistence on a democratic, egalitarian way of life. Says Loach, ‘We are all equally important, and drama is not the preserve of the middle class.’ His TV dramas and documentaries and his feature films cling to that thread through thick and thin, seeking to draw attention to situations where people routinely undercut or actually destroy the equality, liberty and livelihoods of others – in the workplace, in the home and in society at large.

         It may, then, be heretical to suggest it, but Loach is the single most important – by which I mean urgent – voice in British film and TV of the last third of the century. That’s not to slight his crucial collaborators, who include writers Nell Dunn, Jeremy Sandford, Neville Smith, Jim Allen, Barry Hines, Bill Jesse, Rona Munro and Paul Laverty; producers Tony Garnett, Rebecca O’Brien and Sally Hibbin; script editor Roger Smith; cinematographers Tony Imi, Chris Menges and Barry Ackroyd; and such diverse and inspired actors as Carol White, Bill Dean, Peter Kerrigan, Ken Jones, David Bradley, Sandy Ratcliff, Grace Cave, Robert Carlyle, Ricky Tomlinson and Crissy Rock. But Loach, of course, is the common denominator in the works he has signed and his is the unifying vision we are concerned with here.

         Loach’s work is exemplary on several fronts: as a thorn in the side of those opposed to political and social change, as a repository of humanism, as the spirit of independent cinema in a country that doesn’t really have one, and simply in terms of evolving, innovatory technique. He is really the only contemporary world-class film-maker spanning cinema and television, fiction and documentary, who prioritizes polemics over commercial needs every time out. And of the angry young men of the Left who emerged from the BBC in the 1960s, Loach is the one who has most consistently stuck to the task of using film as a means of dissent in a world in which it’s axiomatic that people in power will exploit and betray those who aren’t. xiPerhaps the most alarming revelation to have emerged from his films over the years, though, is the recognition that the betrayal and disenfranchisement of working-class people come, invariably, at the hands of those who are supposed to protect and support their interests: the social services who take Cathy’s children away from her in Cathy Come Home and Maggie’s from her in Ladybird, Ladybird; the mothers who batter away at their daughters’ self-esteem in In Two Minds and Family Life; the mother who neglects Billy and the brother who kills his kestrel in Kes; the trade union officials who sell out their members in The Big Flame, The Rank and File and the banned documentary series Questions of Leadership; the steelworker turned gamekeeper who breeds birds for the idle rich to kill in The Gamekeeper; the British forces of law and order who harass the Irish or Northern Irish population or shoot to kill in Days of Hope, the documentary short Time to Go and Hidden Agenda; the communists who doom the efforts of the POUM militia group in the Spanish Civil War in Land and Freedom; and so on. Screenwriting theory holds that the greatest opponent is the most intimate opponent: time and again, Loach’s dramas, whether true or fictional, bear out that notion in its full, tragic complexity.

         Loach’s career falls into four distinct phases, each of which roughly corresponds to the four decades in which he has been active: the fruitful Wednesday Play era (the 1960s); the foray into feature films and longer television dramas (the 1970s); the documentary period when Loach’s attempts to tackle Thatcherism were throttled by censorship (the 1980s); and the mature feature film era (the 1990s). After some experiments in Brechtian non-naturalism in the mid-1960s, Loach gravitated towards a naturalistic, observational style that seeks to replicate life as it actually is. The cinéma vérité quality of his films is crucial to their explication of political and social dynamics. It is as if he recognized that, stylistically as well as morally, ‘the truth will set you free’. In a filmic tradition that enfolds the British kitchen sink school and the Czech New Wave, the French youth cinema of the late 1990s and Zhang Yimou’s The Story of Qiu Ju, Loach is the master of what Deborah Knight describes as ‘critical realism’‡ – experimental naturalism in the service of social xiicriticism, as derived from Emile Zola’s manifesto of literary naturalism. In Loach’s work, this is illustrated by a downbeat mise-en-scène with images of social decay and malaise, and unsentimental stories about ordinary, unheroic working-class people doing what little they can to make ends meet and make life tolerable in the face of faceless institutional and capitalistic oppression: the uncaring society of Thatcher and post-Thatcher Britain in Looks and Smiles, Riff-Raff, Raining Stones and Ladybird, Ladybird, which extends back to First World War England and Ireland in Days of Hope, forward to the inner-city Glasgow of Tony Blair’s Britain of the late 1990s in My Name Is Joe, and beyond to the Popular Army shooting a Spanish militiawoman in the back in Land and Freedom and Contra atrocities in Nicaragua in Carla’s Song.

         Given Loach’s ethical decision to paint life as it is and to refuse the seductions of stylization or the placebos and panaceas of happy endings, the world his films describe is not a pretty one or one that offers much hope of resolution; this has cost them wider commercial acceptance. It is a world in which the struggle goes on. Yet the idea that Loach’s films are depressive or ultimately forlorn is a fundamental misconception. Although hope is also betrayed in them with familiar regularity, hope has a habit of resurfacing, for Loach is, quietly, a psychological realist, too. Poor Cow’s Joy will drift along having affairs, watching her son grow until he’s old enough to go on the dole. Bob finally gets his daughter a communion dress in Raining Stones. Ladybird, Ladybird’s Maggie and Jorge will keep trying to put a family together. David’s granddaughter carries the torch lit in pre-Franco Spain in modern Liverpool in Land and Freedom; the dockers of the same city in The Big Flame continue to fight casualization in The Flickering Flame. (One only despairs for the offspring of the Everton supporters of The Golden Vision.)

         Sometimes, if hope evaporates for Loach’s protagonists – Billy in Kes, Janice in Family Life – the point is made during the course of the film that society must begin to take responsibility for its ills and inequalities. And if the struggles in Loach’s films seem endless, there is, as in life, alleviation in the shape of communal rituals and moments of self-actualization: the flirty, energized pub life and camaraderie of women factory workers in Up the Junction; Joy and her lover Dave escaping the slums for a few days in the country; Janice and her boyfriend going for a spin around town; xiiiBilly gaining the respect of his class by describing how he trains his kestrel; Maggie singing in a pub – and Susan trying to in Riff-Raff; Bob and his mate Tommy chasing a sheep on a Lancashire moor and stealing turf from the Conservative Party bowling green in Raining Stones. The zest of people striving to change their lives for the better is captured in the to-and-fro debates of the mobilized workers in The Big Flame and The Rank and File and those of the collectivizing villagers of Land and Freedom and Carla’s Song. As much as Loach’s films are about the particular problems of the disenfranchised, they are also a celebration of the business of living, wherein lies their great, abiding humanism.

         Although Land and Freedom and Carla’s Song broadened the international range of Loach’s work, its greatest legacy may be as a mirror to Britain between 1965 and the end of the century – although this is a premature judgement since Loach is still out there in the field. Certainly, no other film-maker has documented the period so rigorously, passionately and prolifically. Whether his films have been widely seen or censored, they have drawn attention to a spectrum of social evils: anti-abortionism, homelessness, unsafe working conditions, unemployment, unfair wages, the inadequacy of social services and mental healthcare. Political evils, too: imperialism, fascism (the police brutality towards striking miners in Which Side Are You On? echoes the suppression of the POUM in Land and Freedom) and the erosion of democracy in all its forms.

         Loach has, additionally, been influential as a film-maker. In 1997 alone, the diaspora of Loach’s cinema included Brassed Off, Under the Skin, Nil by Mouth, TwentyFourSeven and The Full Monty – the latter social-realist comedy hugely indebted to Riff-Raff. Among directors working exclusively on low budgets, only John Cassavetes and Eric Rohmer have achieved as much. I will go further and say that if British cinema has ever produced a Renoir it is Ken Loach. It should feel lucky it has him, as should we all, for true voices of dissent are seldom heard these days.

         Graham Fuller, June 1998 xiv

         introduction to the second edition

         Loach had recently completed My Name Is Joe (1998) when the first set of interviews for this book took place. Though I subsequently interviewed him about Bread and Roses (2000), The Wind That Shakes the Barley (2006) and The Angels’ Share (2012) for newspaper articles, twenty-five years passed before we sat down in May 2023 to begin the interviews comprising Chapter 7 onwards.

         Since My Name Is Joe, Loach has directed thirteen full-length fiction films, three short fiction films for inclusion in anthology projects and three documentaries, including the full-length The Spirit of ’45 (2013). With the exception of The Navigators (2001), written by Rob Dawber, all the fiction films and both shorts were written by Paul Laverty. That their seventeen collaborations, beginning with Carla’s Song (1996), were released in cinemas in the space of twenty-seven years is a modern film-making phenomenon, not least because Britain is inhospitable ground for films that are so critical of its institutions. It was made possible by the endlessly resourceful Rebecca O’Brien, who – having co-produced Hidden Agenda (1990) – produced all of Loach’s films, excepting Carla’s Song, from Land and Freedom (1995) onwards. In this edition, interviews with Laverty and O’Brien supplement the interviews with Loach that (adding to the originals) parse the making and intentions of each film he directed between 1998 and 2023, analyse the social and political developments that prompted them, and examine the creative methods that make them such distinct works of social realism. If aspiring directors are prepared to sift through the pages, they will find among them an informal manual on how to make films that replicate real life.

         Critical assessments of Loach’s cinema have proliferated since the 1998 edition was published. British film scholars Jacob Leigh, John Hill, David Archibald and David Forrest have written books on it, and many articles have appeared in academic journals. David Hayward authored an accessible biographical study. In-depth features and reviews have appeared in such leading English-language film magazines as Cineaste and Sight and Sound. Though the academic work is rigorous, its limited audience means it scarcely buffers the noisy and often vicious (at best, damning-with-faint-praise) critiques written by the reviewers of right-leaning newspapers, who xvare invariably in attack mode before they enter the screening rooms. Some establishment commentators have been known to savage the films, or Loach personally, without seeing them, as was the case with The Wind That Shakes the Barley.

         There has also emerged a tendency, among even liberally minded critics, to fault Loach’s films because they are ‘didactic’ (more accurately, they are illustrative) and don’t conform to journalistic standards of so-called objectivity – as if film reviewing itself is an activity devoid of personal biases and tastes. Except when portraying malefactors like gangsters and fascists, Loach and Laverty have, in fact, scrupulously represented the cases of all the main characters in their films. The otherwise self-sacrificing Rosa betrays the Justice for Janitors movement in Bread and Roses (2000) because losing her cleaning job would prevent her from paying her sick husband’s medical bills, which she can meet only by also working as a prostitute. Father Sheridan, the puritanical priest who supports the landed gentry over the poor farming families they’ve evicted in Jimmy’s Hall (2014), gets a fair hearing and comes across as a shrewd and intelligent, if wrong-headed, antagonist of Jimmy Gralton, whose integrity he respects. The contract-hungry delivery company’s boss Maloney in Sorry We Missed You (2019) and the embittered men who resent the locating of Syrian refugees in their ailing former pit village in The Old Oak (2023) get to justify their positions, if not their actions. Time and again in my conversations with Loach, we arrived at Jean Renoir’s dictum (sometimes phrased differently) that ‘unfortunately, everyone has their reasons’; Loach, Laverty and the films’ other writers let everyone explain those reasons.

         In The Wind That Shakes the Barley, the Black and Tans’ brutal treatment of Irish civilians, which so incensed those conservative reviewers who did see the film, is explained by a rattled English lieutenant as the inevitable psychological reaction of soldiers dehumanized by their experiences on the Western Front. ‘What do you fucking well expect?’ he snaps at the captured IRA rebel Damien O’Donovan. ‘These men fought at the Somme, up to their necks in vomit, in filthy trenches, while their friends got blown apart in front of their eyes!’ Loach has said that ‘balance’ is irrelevant to the film because, as Damien reminds the officer, the British are maintaining their imperial presence in Ireland despite the xvimandate of the democratically elected Sinn Féin party ‘for an Irish Republic separate from Great Britain’.

         Yet The Wind That Shakes the Barley doesn’t flinch from depicting Damien’s self-brutalizing execution of a young friend he’s known all his life for betraying the IRA, or the IRA flying column’s slaughter of occupying soldiers, as in the recreation of an ambush like that of 28 November 1920, when seventeen British Auxiliaries were killed at Kilmichael, which was a reprisal for the Croke Park massacre on Bloody Sunday (itself a reprisal) a week before. It’s true that Loach does not show the IRA volunteers finishing off wounded Auxiliaries, as the real volunteers were apparently ordered to by their leader, Tom Barry, in case the wounded had falsely surrendered with the intention of shooting their captors.§ Instead of point-blank shootings, Loach, averse to graphic violence and its effects, shows how traumatized some of the volunteers are by their actions. The Irish historian John Dorney has observed: ‘We will never know exactly what happened at Kilmichael. But because of its symbolic importance, and because it can be used to show that the IRA were either brave and skilful soldiers, or according to taste, cowardly and bloody terrorists, we may expect it will be argued about for many years to come.’¶

         The interviews in the first edition of Loach on Loach touched on how the films – in the name of protecting ordinary people and enabling them to work for a decent standard of living – integrate and reflect the Marxist analysis Loach made in the 1960s in response to the failure of Harold Wilson’s Labour government to support its working-class constituency. Hopefully, the second edition’s longer interviews and more detailed descriptions of the films, beginning with My Name Is Joe, strengthen that interpretation. Yet they should also remind us that the wellspring of the films, and of Loach’s politics, is their galvanizing empathy for workers who have been profited from, endangered, eliminated, robbed of their livelihoods, unhoused, colonized, exiled and (as shown by the films set in deindustrialized Scotland and the English north-east) xviiprogrammatically marginalized and impoverished. There are also the films that express outrage on behalf of people who have been tortured and murdered by right-wing counter-revolutionary or imperial forces: Hidden Agenda, Land and Freedom, Carla’s Song, the devastating Loach–Laverty short that forms part of 11'09"01 – September 11 (2002), The Wind That Shakes the Barley, Route Irish (2010).

         Through gutsy debates and arguments, the films champion common ownership and explain the necessity for workers to organize and engage in the political struggle to overturn exploitation by bosses whose profits depend on underpaying them, denying them sickness and holiday pay, or ‘rationalizing’ them – precisely the strategy that bred casualization and the gig economy. The potential for revolutionary change is glimpsed (even as its supporters are being sold out) in Days of Hope (1975), Land and Freedom, Carla’s Song and The Wind That Shakes the Barley.

         ‘Marxist’ is a loaded term in Western political discourse, thanks to the threat it poses to amassing private wealth and its corruption by Stalinism, which Loach and Jim Allen demonstrate in Land and Freedom. The same goes for ‘militant’ and ‘radical’, descriptors that are typically hauled out whenever a Loach film needs reviewing. Such labelling conveniently sidesteps the passionate humanism behind the films’ politics. Their bones are solidarity, community spirit, collective action, teamwork; kindness, compassion, helping, sharing; the resistance to ruling-class oppression; and not forgetting warmth, decency and humour. The paranoid message that Loach’s opponents try to propagate is that the films are nothing but hardline socialist tracts. In truth, they show, more than the work of any other major film-maker, how we should live in the world if people are to endure without fear, hunger and despair.

         Graham Fuller, May 2025xviii

         
            * Since this was written in 1998, five English-language and many European-language books about Loach and his films have been published. See Bibliography, pp. 444–5.

            † Quoted in David Chell, Moviemakers at Work (Microsoft Press, 1987).

            ‡ George McKnight (ed.), Agent of Challenge and Defiance: The Films of Ken Loach (Flicks Books, 1997), p. 68.

            § One Auxiliary who escaped the ambush was caught by the volunteers and executed.

            ¶ ‘Today in Irish History, November 28 1920 – The Kilmichael Ambush’, theirishstory.com, 28 November 2014.

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Chapter 1

            First Shots

            Oxford, the West End, Z Cars, Diary of a Young Man

         

         Kenneth Loach was born in Nuneaton, Warwickshire, on 17 June 1936. He attended King Edward VI Grammar School in Nuneaton and, following two years of National Service, entered St Peter’s Hall, Oxford, as a law student. While at university, he served as president of the Oxford University Dramatic Society and secretary of the Experimental Theatre Club. He acted in repertory and briefly in the West End, and in 1961 joined Northampton Repertory Theatre as an assistant director on a sponsorship from ABC TV. In 1963, when the BBC was gearing up to launch its second channel, Loach was recruited as a trainee television director.

         He made his debut on a half-hour domestic drama called Catherine (1964), written by Roger Smith and featuring Loach’s future producer, Tony Garnett, in a leading role. Loach next directed three fifty-minute episodes of Z Cars, the famously ‘gritty’, Merseyside-based police series about the detectives, desk officers and patrol car men of Newtown CID, which had been airing since January 1962. Loach was then entrusted to direct three of the six parts of Diary of a Young Man (1964). Written by Z Cars creators Troy Kennedy Martin and John McGrath, this was the modish saga of two naïve young northern men adrift in London on the cusp of the swinging sixties. Mixing stills, voice-overs, direct address to the camera, and location and studio footage with ‘live’ studio material, the series was groundbreaking in its day as an abrasive progenitor of non-naturalism in studio-based television plays. Loach was inspired by the experience and incorporated some of Martin and McGrath’s methods into his early Wednesday Plays, although non-naturalism was not, for him, the way ahead. 2

         graham fuller: You would have been three when the Second World War broke out, nine when it ended. Do you have specific memories of it?

         ken loach: Yes. Thinking about it now brings back the air raids to me very vividly. Where I lived, Nuneaton, isn’t far from Coventry, and so we got some of the fallout when Coventry was bombed. We spent a lot of nights in the Anderson shelter next door. There’d be cups of tea and the air-raid wardens would call around every now and then and bring me bits of shrapnel, which, of course, I collected. It was all very exciting for a small child.

         Eventually, when the raids got bad, my mother and I – I was an only child – went to stay with an aunt in Devonshire. But the street in Exeter where we stayed was heavily bombed and several people were killed. We were lucky to escape; the windows of our house blew in and there was terrible damage. There was obviously no point staying in Devon so we went home after a week or two. I remember we took a night-time trip from Devon to Somerset to get away, and that was thrilling for a six-year-old.

         Did you have any inklings in your teen years that you would become interested in cinema?

         No, but I was fanatical about the theatre from as early as I can remember. I was especially excited by Shakespeare. I’m sure I didn’t understand it particularly well, but I loved the language. My other passion was reading history, admittedly at a fairly anecdotal level. I just enjoyed the sense of the past: I would visit old churches and photograph monuments and collect mementoes. It was an intense source of interest and delight. We lived only thirty miles from Stratford-upon-Avon, and when I was in my middle teens we would cycle over to Stratford to see an afternoon performance of Shakespeare, or even an evening performance, getting home at two o’clock in the morning. By then I was desperate to be an actor.

         Do you remember your first movie-going experiences?

         Not specifically. Nuneaton was a very ordinary industrial town of about 60,000 or 70,000 people. It had four cinemas; one of them, the Hippodrome, showed Continental, usually X-rated films, and I 3used to go to see those. I don’t remember much about them, except that Italian and French films were generally more interesting than American films. I don’t recall any of the British films I saw.

         In the past, one of the things that you’ve said was significant to your development was that your father was a wage-earner. Can you explain what you meant by that?

         My father was like everybody else’s father, like our house was like everybody else’s house and our family was like everybody else’s family. He was an electrician who became the foreman in charge of maintenance at the factory where he worked, the Alfred Herbert Machine Tool Factory in Coventry; in its heyday I think it was the biggest in the country. He was always quite determined not to be on the staff, as they called it, and I never quite knew why that was. I think he felt he was better off getting his wage weekly and, I guess, managing his money that way. But I don’t think I meant more than that when I said he was a wage-earner.

         Were your parents political at all?

         No. I think my father might have voted Conservative if he had been, although maybe not towards the end of his life. He died twenty years ago; my mother’s still alive and very active and tires me out. I think I probably reacted against my father’s being non-political and a Daily Express reader when I was a student. It was then that I developed an interest in seeing things from another point of view.

         You did your National Service in the Royal Air Force before you went up to Oxford. How did that affect you?

         I didn’t mind it much at the time. In retrospect, I think it killed off any lingering possibility of my having an academic career because two years in the RAF just destroyed my capacity for solitary work. I was a typist in the office of the equipment section. I volunteered to go anywhere abroad. There was another lad I worked with who was a bit older than me and was married and had a child. He asked if he could stay in England, but they sent him to Hong Kong and me to Nottingham. It was sheer perversity. I was in Nottingham for two years, but there was nothing in the RAF that excited my 4interest so I started doing amateur theatre. That’s when the bug really bit. I lived out of the camp illegally for three months at one point and would get the first bus every morning; reveille would be at six. It was a daft time really. Once I got to Oxford to read law, it took me a long time to get into the idea of studying because of that two-year break.

         Did you study law with the intention of eventually practising it?

         I had a fanciful idea of what the law was, really. It was all about becoming one of the luminaries of the bar like Marshall Hall. It soon became clear that I wasn’t going to be a lawyer of any kind, so it wasn’t long before I got sidetracked by theatre.

         I just had a ball, an absolutely glorious time at Oxford. I spent all my time acting in plays and directing them, too many of them. I was threatened with being sent down at one stage – quite rightly. After two years of National Service, it was like being let out of school. Suddenly you’re in this magnificent city with all these opportunities. But National Service also taught me to realize that, as a student at Oxford, I was extremely privileged. To be in that place at that time was unbelievable good fortune, so I made the most of it.

         Have you ever regretted not becoming a lawyer?

         There was a period about ten years ago when I got that feeling you get every now and then that the business you’re in is not really a fit one for a grown-up. As a film-maker, you’re forever involved in things that constantly inflate their own importance. I felt I would have had a far more satisfactory life if I’d been a lawyer because at least then I’d have had some relationship with people that would have made a difference to their lives. By comparison, film-making is an indulgent activity.

         I’d say that’s true of most commercial film-making, but virtually all of the plays and films you’ve made have had social or political content.

         Maybe. It’s just that every now and then you get a sense of dissatisfaction with what you’ve done with your allotted span and you think you’d have been better off doing something else.

         5Going back to Oxford and the 1950s, do you consider that you were part of the meritocracy of that time?

         Yes. There were a lot of public-school boys there, of course, and it wasn’t that remarkable to them that they’d be going to Oxford or Cambridge. But most of the people at my college were the first people from their families ever to go to any university, especially those of us from working families.

         Was it at Oxford that you discovered the writings of the Angry Young Men?

         Only John Osborne at that point. I didn’t get to know most of the novelists until after I’d left university; in fact, I didn’t read much at all at Oxford. It’s often the case that you don’t start reading until it’s no longer expected. Brecht was fashionable, however, and I got to know his work a bit.

         Did you discover cinema at Oxford?

         No. That was still to come. I saw some European films in the one cinema in Oxford that would show them. I didn’t really start to enjoy cinema until I was working in television, and I certainly didn’t relate to it or imagine that I would be a part of it or have anything to do with it. It was still just a way to fill two hours.

         What did you do immediately after graduation?

         I did various jobs. I tried to start a theatre group in Bedford with a friend called Bill Hays, who later became a television director. We had some crazy idea that it would work, but it didn’t and we ended up teaching at a junior school for a term. Then, hard as it is to believe, I got a job as an understudy in a West End revue called One Over the Eight. It was written by Peter Cook, whom I didn’t know at all. Funnily enough, I’d been in a revue at Oxford with his future partner, Dudley Moore, who wrote the music for some of the shows we put on.

         One Over the Eight had a very talented West End company. It starred Kenneth Williams, Lance Percival, Sheila Hancock and Jill Gascoine, who was a dancer and has since become a well-known actress. The producer had seen me in a show at Oxford and offered 6me this job, which I was totally unfit to do. On my first day, I opened the door into the rehearsal room very gingerly, hoping that nobody would notice me, and sidled along to the nearest bench I could find. Sheila Hancock came up to me and said, ‘Who are you?’ And I said, ‘I’m the understudy.’ And she said, ‘Have they measured you for my frocks?’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ She said, ‘They’re terribly mean, you know. They only have one understudy for all the parts.’ And for a moment I had a flicker of uncertainty. Actually, I was understudying Lance, who was the second lead.

         Did you go on?

         Not to do that part, mercifully, but I was in one of the sketches every night. We’d have an understudy rehearsal every Thursday morning. The worst part of it was that I was supposed to dance, which was obviously out of the question. Jill, who was slightly bigger than she is now, would gallop across the stage at me, and I was supposed to grab her round the waist, turn her 360 degrees, and lift her into the air and put her down feet first in front of me. I had no chance of ever accomplishing this. Every Thursday morning, her head would end up on the floor with her legs flailing around in front of my face. It was a disaster. Fortunately, I never had to do it in front of an audience.

         In 1961, you found your way to Northampton Repertory Theatre, where you directed murder mysteries.

         Yes, it was a training course for six assistant directors sponsored by ABC. At Northampton Rep, most of the plays were directed by Lionel Hamilton, but he wasn’t particularly fond of doing murder mysteries so I got to do those. It was very valuable because I was in the company of professional actors for a year. I saw how actors worked well and how they worked badly and their fears and their anxieties. I learned a lot about their process and what makes it work and how to facilitate it, and about the good and bad things that actors can do to each other. A good actor lives off the people he’s acting with; a bad actor acts in a vacuum. A good actor gives support to the other people in the scene; a bad actor gives nothing. That generosity is vital. That’s why you should never audition an actor in isolation and say, ‘Read this,’ because it denies the very 7first principle of acting, which is response. I wouldn’t dream of having an actor try out for something by having them act or read on their own. Virtually everything we say is subject to what other people say.

         Did you ever edit or rework the texts of the plays you directed at Northampton?

         No. Repertory theatres in those days did West End successes or classics, and the idea of new writing was virtually unheard of at that level; it was largely restricted to the Royal Court. Once or twice a new play was sent in. Jeremy Seabrook – now a very good and well-known writer on mainly sociological issues – came from Northampton, and he wrote a play in the local dialect. It was a really interesting piece, nothing like the rep had ever put on before. It wasn’t Lionel’s cup of tea, so I worked on that, but it was a very rare occurrence. The subtitle said it was a ‘threnode’, so that put Lionel right off. Usually the plays came in, you did them, and that was it.

         In 1963, you joined the BBC. Tell me about your initial experience there.

         I applied to join the BBC as an assistant floor manager and was turned down, but I then applied as a director and got in – strange logic. I was put on a six-week training course, which wasn’t really about anything except how the BBC worked, what the BBC ethos was and what form you had to fill in to get the wardrobe department to deliver the costumes on time. There was one class called ‘What to Do with Your Cameras’, and that was the extent of the technical training.

         After that, I was given a half-hour television studio job to do, Catherine (1964), in which, as it happened, I cast an actor called Tony Garnett. We met later on, quite by chance, when he was a story editor.

         I knew nothing about television or films, and at first it was a question of not making too much of a fool of myself, which was quite difficult. I cut my teeth on Z Cars, which had a good reputation. At the core of it, it had very good actors who all knew each other well and had built up a strong working relationship. So when 8a young director came in who really knew nothing about the business – well, you were really there to be consumed. By and large, they were very generous, but for me it was just a question of getting through each show.
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         I didn’t direct my episodes of Z Cars very well; if you look at them now, they look pretty crappy. They went out live, and that was a frightening experience – nerve-racking. At the time Z Cars was regarded as a mould-breaking police series, which it probably was. The police were shown as ordinary, fallible mortals. But, without question, it was different from what we’d had before.

         To take one example, The Whole Truth (1964) – which was about the problems of a punch-drunk boxer – combined studio work, including back projection for the patrol-car scenes, with bits of film. The studio scenes are admittedly theatrical, but there’s an undeniable flavour of authenticity. 9

         Yes, but I wouldn’t dare to see it now. It’s better that it lives on as a memory.

         But were you starting to see television’s potential as a writer’s or director’s medium at this time?

         That came two or three years later. When I arrived, television drama was very studio-bound. It wasn’t cinematic at all but more like a theatre set in a studio, with sets with three sides and cameras pointing in from each end. Often it was done live, and everybody built up to this great moment of the performance, so you performed a bit here, performed a bit there, then dashed across the studio floor and performed somewhere else. If the director kept the boom out of the shots, that was a major triumph.

         I didn’t start to think about television as a medium until I began working with John McGrath and Troy Kennedy Martin, who had begun Z Cars – they were the inspiration and imagination behind it. I did a series with them, Diary of a Young Man, directing three of the six episodes. I didn’t do very well, but their ideas were stimulating. They wanted to take television drama by the scruff of its neck and deconstruct it by playing with a new, non-naturalistic language. Troy was against that kind of very encrusted, mannered, studio-bound realism, and he wanted to dismantle it. The famous article he wrote in Encore* was obviously very influenced by what he knew of Brecht. It threw up ideas like divorcing sound from picture and using non-naturalistic editing devices. In Diary of a Young Man we cut to music, used sequences of stills, and voice-overs – all the things that, rather curiously, were taken up by commercials more than anything else. That series was mostly a laboratory to see how you could disturb that very formal, traditional way of making and shooting TV drama in a studio.

         Did you feel you started to pick up some directorial technique working on Diary of a Young Man?

         Not really. I was still rigid with fear.

         
            * ‘Nats Go Home: First Statement of a New Drama for Television’, Encore 48 (March–April 1964).
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            Chapter 2

            Plays of Hope

            Up the Junction, The Coming Out Party, Cathy Come Home, In Two Minds, The Golden Vision, The Big Flame, The Rank and File, and others

         

         The election of Harold Wilson’s Labour government in Britain in 1964, following the thirteen ‘lost’ years of Tory rule, coincided with a sense of ferment among the young, primarily socialist writers and directors gathering at the BBC under the leadership of the ebullient Canadian Sydney Newman. Having spearheaded ITV’s successful Armchair Theatre, Newman had been appointed head of BBC drama in 1963 with an apparent mandate to clear away the prevailing proscenium-arch aesthetic. It was in 1964 that Newman launched the Wednesday Play, which, in its six-year run, would redefine the parameters of the British television play both in terms of political content and dramatic potential.

         Loach would direct ten Wednesday Plays, and the experience would enable him to discover both his eye (as a metteur en scène of rigorous naturalism) and his voice (as a socialist-humanist) – particularly after he threw in his lot with script editor Roger Smith and Smith’s assistant Tony Garnett on Up the Junction (1965). The influence of Troy Kennedy Martin would be briefly felt in Loach’s direction of Nell Dunn’s script, specifically in the way Loach cut the images to the music and in the collaged narrative. This boisterous slab of working-class south London life additionally showed the influence of Godard and such recent British kitchen-sink dramas as A Taste of Honey (1961) and A Kind of Loving (1962). Over the course of Loach and Garnett’s collaboration, however, it was their practical Marxist analysis that provided their work with its abiding theme: class betrayal.

         The tentative marriage of drama and documentary in Up the Junction was full blown by the time of the Garnett-produced Cathy Come Home (1966), which was not only filmed plein air on real 11locations, but interrupted its hugely controversial story of a young mother and her family’s decline into homelessness with vox pop interviews and housing statistics. These were watershed days at the BBC. Cathy liberated the Wednesday Play from the electronic studio, and its switching between fact and fiction inaugurated a politically heated debate about the very nature of TV drama that made the arguments about naturalism and non-naturalism seem like schoolboy stuff. For Loach, the point was to ‘get the best of both worlds – to get the insights into personal relationships and experiences that you can get through fiction, and yet to set them in a firm, concrete context. The shock you get by cutting back and forth between the private world and the public world was just what we wanted.’*

         Loach and Garnett’s next Wednesday Play was David Mercer’s In Two Minds (1967), a mock-documentary about the effects of unenlightened mental healthcare on a young woman driven into schizophrenia by her bullying mother; they would remake it in 1971 as the feature film Family Life. Then came Neville Smith’s The Golden Vision (1968), a pleasingly upbeat docudrama about real players and fictional supporters of Everton Football Club.

         The last pair of Loach–Garnett single plays for the BBC allied Loach to one of his fiercest and most loyal collaborators. Written by Jim Allen, The Big Flame (1969), Loach’s final Wednesday Play, and The Rank and File (1971), commissioned for Play for Today, respectively examined an occupation by Liverpool dockers threatened by casual labour and a strike by glassworkers in St Helens from the perspective of rank-and-file union members in the process of being sold down the river by their leaders. Terse, sclerotic vérité dramas that do not flinch or waver from the language, debate and violence of collective industrial action and its systematic oppression, yet never hysterical in their denunciations, these two films elicited a full-blooded naturalistic style from Loach that would serve him well as, with the Wednesday Play era coming to an end in 1970, he began to explore the possibilities of cinema. 12

         graham fuller: Before we talk about the Wednesday Play era, perhaps you could set the record straight on your politics. You’ve been described as an orthodox Marxist, a Trotskyist and several other things, but I know that you’re not very fond of any of those labels.

         ken loach: They’re just used to beat you. Where to start? In the early 1960s, we were all very anxious to see the Labour Party in power again, after a very long period of Conservative rule. Harold Wilson was quite a charismatic figure. He had a provincial accent and seemed to be speaking the language of the working people. There was an excitement about his campaign for the 1964 general election, much more so than there was about Tony Blair in 1997. But, of course, it very quickly became apparent that, as prime minister, Wilson wasn’t going to change the world or change anything much at all, not even as much as Clement Attlee in 1945.

         People’s hopes about what a Labour government could do in Britain were very quickly shattered. So I was certainly ready to have an alternate analysis presented that would show why Wilson just wasn’t reaching out to what might have been expected. And that analysis was a Marxist analysis. I started to read history in a way I hadn’t read it before – all the books you would expect, by people like Christopher Hill and Eric Hobsbawm – to see how political developments happened. And Tony Garnett introduced me to writers like Jim Allen, who had a much longer political history than I did. The idea of a class analysis was the one we identified with. What we realized was that social democrats and Labour politicians were simply acting on behalf of the ruling class, protecting the interests of capital. Once you make that kind of analysis, then everything fits into place and continues to do so.

         The other important thing was that the political people I met and listened to were anti-Stalinist. From the outset, that made sense to me because if you wanted to defend the idea of socialism, you didn’t have to defend Russian communism under Stalin, who destroyed the left-wing opposition and murdered the people who were opposed to him, and whose regime was clearly an atrocious dictatorship responsible for the most appalling horrors. Once you understood that, you wouldn’t have Stalin’s crimes hanging around 13your neck every time you suggested socialism as an alternative in Britain. That was vital.

         There’s still that dividing line if you look at the British left of the 1990s. There are those who trace their socialist lineage back to the left opposition to Stalin, and I would say that they are still basically socialists. And there are those who emerged from some Stalinist group or party who have made a set of compromises and thrown their lot in with Tony Blair or joined the social democrats.

         I would be surprised if, as a socialist, you hadn’t become disillusioned by the events of the last thirty years.

         Certainly, the unlikelihood of a strong socialist government taking power – one which would prioritize the workers and working-class people – was disappointing. But it’s not disillusioning in the sense that the political analysis I accepted doesn’t give you any kind of illusions about Labour politicians. Their analysis is that capitalism is still progressive, which is why they never take on the City or endorse common ownership, and the bottom line is that they will defend employers’ rights to make a profit before they will defend job security and decent wages. As competition gets harsher and harsher, so workers are increasingly on the defensive. And, of course, you have no illusions at all about any so-called socialist government.

         It’s clear where your sympathies lie in any political discussion, so do you think it’s possible to see your films as true dialectics?

         I think they’re films about a process that is dialectical: that is, the struggle between opposing forces to push events forward. But they’re more a description of one side of that process, which is the working-class side. They’re often about people’s attempts to be articulate or to come to some understanding of their situation; their attempts to develop a class consciousness, and the attempts of the people who try to lead them away from a class consciousness towards collaboration and accepting their lot or towards fighting and struggling. But they’re films that show or describe that dialectical struggle rather than embody it.

         14You had directed Tony Garnett† in your first play, Catherine (1964). You re-encountered him again as a script editor when you began working on the BBC Wednesday Plays and he became your producing partner.

         I owe Tony a great deal. I think we were quite a good team. We had a lot in common in terms of our ideas and our approach to what was important, but Tony had skills and talents that I certainly didn’t have, and he was able to make space for the films to happen at the BBC. He was very good at meeting with writers, bringing them along and being both enthusiastic and constructive about what they wrote. I also worked with (writer/story editor) Roger Smith, and he, too, was very strong in getting writers to bring the best out of their scripts. I learned a lot from them both. And the friendships we established have lasted. Certainly they have sustained me in the dark times!

         Did you and Garnett speak the same political language?

         I think Tony was more political than I was in those days. He’d grappled with ideas that until we met I hadn’t considered.

         15In 1965, you and Garnett made Up the Junction, which gives an impression of working-class life in Clapham. It does tell a story, but not with the conventionally linear narrative structure of film and TV drama.

         No, it was meant as a kaleidoscope of fragmented images. The idea of a story that is complete and resolved and too well worked never feels right to me because it doesn’t have any loose ends. It’s just phony; life is full of loose ends. And when you put together incidents and anecdotes and images from people’s lives, they do add up to a set of experiences that indicate the way they live and why they live that way, and that raises all sorts of questions. So that fragmentation was deliberate. It’s something I’ve tried to do at different times; with Riff-Raff I tried to capture the same sort of feeling.

         I had read Nell Dunn’s book Up the Junction. It was made up of little vignettes, like newspaper pieces or descriptions, and there are these three young women characters who run through them. The script was pieced together more or less directly from the book, which is very visual and quite cinematic. I scribbled down what I wanted and then talked it through with Nell.

         Can you describe how the play was filmed?

         The whole thing is a curious kind of hodge-podge. It arose in the form it did in a very bizarre way. There was a gap in the BBC schedule, and so we had six weeks to get something together. In those days there was less supervision from above at the BBC; we could just decide in the office what we were going to do. It was agreed that I would knock a script out of this little book and make a collage of events and mood pieces.

         The theory back then was that you were making TV plays, not films, so you had to make them electronically in the studio. But the BBC did allow you two or three days to do location shooting, like shots of people getting in a car, driving somewhere, then getting out of the car, whereupon you’d cut back to the studio. So we said, ‘OK, we’ll take those two or three days,’ but we actually managed to nick four days of location shooting altogether. And in those four days we filmed half of what would end up in the final seventy-two-minute piece. I had a young cameraman, Tony Imi, who just put the camera on his shoulder and ran for four days.

         16At that point we knew that after we’d done the studio scenes we’d end up with something that looked like two different pieces. One piece was racy and hand-held and followed the action; the other piece would be very staid studio interiors. So when the day of the studio shoot came, I didn’t plan the shots like you’d normally plan them. The technicians were in an uproar, because they didn’t know what was going to happen. But we got the cameramen all together and said, ‘Look, this isn’t like a normal TV drama; sometimes you’re going to be on your own, you’ve got to find the shots. The action will happen, and I’ll tell you roughly where it is, but you’ve got to find it, and that’s how it will be.’ We did record it like that, and we ended up with all these random studio shots to play with.

         You were meant to vision mix on the spot, in the studio, to eliminate editing, but we shot it more like a film so that it would have to be cut. In those days, you were only allowed about two or three edits, because cutting tape in 1965 was like building Stonehenge; it was a very cumbersome, slow business, and in this case it would take a much longer time than we’d been allocated. At that point there was a crisis meeting. The people above said, ‘You can’t work like this. We can’t cut the tape. You wasted two whole days in the studio. What are you going to do?’

         The only solution was to cut it on the 16mm back-up print that the BBC used at that time as a safety measure. This was greeted with absolute horror because they said it wasn’t up to broadcast quality – it was very grey and misty – except in an emergency. But they let us cut on 16mm in the end because it was the only way they could salvage the material. Now we’d known of this possibility beforehand, which meant we could, in effect, make a film. But it was totally breaking the rules.

         Up the Junction is a bit chaotic in many ways. But it showed there was a way of subverting the conventional, stolid, ‘man-walks-through-door, cut-into-centre-of-room, cut-to-close-up’ style of TV drama of the time. Our whole intention, at that stage, was to make films – not studio-based theatre.

         There are sequences in the Clapham pub where the actors are speaking to the camera as if they are being interviewed by somebody doing a TV documentary. Similarly, when the tally man (played by George Sewell) is driving his car through the streets of 17Clapham and bragging about how he exploits his women customers, he addresses the camera in the back seat of his car. Were you consciously trying to replicate documentary-style interviews?

         Yes. When she was writing the novel Nell had recorded people’s conversations as they talked to her, or as though they had talked to her and that, in a way, matched our feeling for documentary, our wish to include documentary elements in the films. We interviewed and filmed a number of the actors as if they were talking to a documentary film-maker and then absorbed it into that overall jigsaw.
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         It was very much to do with our programming slot. For about forty weeks a year, the Wednesday Play aired every Wednesday at 9 p.m., after the late-evening news. We were very anxious for our plays not to be considered dramas but as continuations of the news. The big investigative documentary programme at the time was World in Action – it still is, really – and we tried to copy its 18techniques and cut with a rough, raw, edgy quality, which enabled us to deal with issues head on.

         At the time, in the mid-1960s, there was a big debate about abortion going on in Britain, and in Up the Junction one of the girls has an abortion. We got a doctor to give us an interview, and he talked about the need for abortion to be legal and available and the consequences of it not being available. It was typical of the little factual pieces we cut into the drama.

         Did it have any effect on the abortion issue?

         I don’t know. When you’re young, though, causing shock and outrage is always very satisfactory. I suppose the film tapped into the liberal climate of the time and contributed something in a tiny way, but I don’t want to make any extensive claims for it.

         You cut the film in rhythm to pop songs in several places. What prompted that?

         I didn’t think too much about it at the time, but it was a hangover from Troy Kennedy Martin’s ideas about breaking up the cutting so that you’re constantly giving the film a shot in the arm. We were trying to get the excitement pop music has for a lot of people and to make it part of the fabric of the film so it became another current, or voice inside it. We enjoyed cutting it that way. Cutting to music is old hat now, but it was quite new then. The mid-1960s was a time, of course, when there was a big surge in British pop and when youth culture was burgeoning. The music conveyed the excitement a lot of people felt about that invigorated, anti-establishment mood. There was a feeling around that things were changing, and we wanted to be part of that and give it a push. Not very political – that came later.

         But do you think Up the Junction is political in that it shows working people living their communal lives and coping with economic hardships with little hope of advancement?

         I think that, like Nell’s writing, it’s more of a celebration, an enjoyment, of people’s company – sharing their disasters, sharing their humour, and just the fun of being with them. That’s something I’ve 19tried to do in pieces by different writers on a number of occasions, because out of it comes a sense of solidarity and also a sense that people are important. It shows that people have a value, which is political, I suppose, because, by and large, working-class people are not given that value and that dignity and that respect. We are all equally important, and drama is not the preserve of the middle class.
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         There’s actually a lot of working-class drama, but you often sense – and that was certainly the case at the time we’re talking about – that the people in them are being patronized, although perhaps not intentionally. It happens particularly when you have actors imitating the way they think working-class people speak, which leads to caricature. That was something we were very determined not to do, out of respect.

         Identifying ordinary people as the proper subjects for drama is a way of saying these people have political importance. If there is ever to be change, then it will come through working people. It won’t come because somebody who is elected thinks they’re going to do a little bit of good. It comes through people like those in Up the Junction getting organized and motivated to change things.

         20To what extent did you work with non-actors during the Wednesday Play era?

         Not at all, really. I actually think the distinction between actors and non-actors is a false one because the whole process of meeting actors and auditioning them is about finding people who are believable, who can make something that is fictional true, and make a film live. So they have to be able to act; the only question is whether they’ve acted before or not. Sometimes it’s a good idea if they have, and sometimes it’s not necessary. But, basically, it’s a question of finding the best person for a part. I tend to work with them all the same way.

         Up the Junction aired on 3 November 1965. The same week, Keith Dewhurst’s English Civil War play, The Siege of Manchester, directed on film by Herbert Wise, and a Z Cars episode written by Elwyn Jones and set entirely inside the police station were also broadcast by the BBC. At the end of that week, you participated in a BBC2 Line Up studio discussion with both Wise and Jones. What was interesting was that although Z Cars had a reputation for being authentic and gritty, Jones was extremely critical of your attempts to take your camera out on the streets. As a writer, his particular gripe was that he suspected you were abandoning Nell Dunn’s script and letting the actors ad lib. Which was not quite the case, was it?

         No, and it was rather foolish of him to say it was, really. That wasn’t the point at all. There was this heresy that a script was a separate entity and that the film or the programme was the next best thing, an adequate or inadequate representation of this thing that existed before. But a script isn’t a separate thing. It’s only a means to an end – which is the film.

         I have enormous respect for writers and I don’t subscribe to the auteur theory of film-making. When I direct a film, I don’t try to be the author. It’s self-evident to me that a film is a collaboration, in which, if anyone is the most important contributor, it’s the writer. Still, what the writer has provided is only a stage in the process. What matters is that what is actually on the celluloid is a valuable experience and that there’s a sense of authenticity about what you’ve created. If you stick slavishly to the exact words of a script, 21and the hyphens and dashes and pauses – everything that’s on the page – you’re making it very difficult to achieve that authenticity. The page doesn’t exist when you see the film, so why adhere to this mannered, formalized thing when simply by rephrasing something you can provoke a response in your actors that is absolutely instinctive and, therefore, true?

         That kind of worship of the dots and commas in a script just seems misguided to me. It comes, of course, from the theatre tradition of not changing a word of the play. You interpret it, but that’s a whole other discipline, which has nothing to do with film-making. The grammar of television is film grammar – wide shot, medium shot, close-up, cuts, dissolve, fade, mix. It’s film. That whole theatrical legacy is something that Elwyn Jones was a very good exponent of. But the trouble with filming drama like theatre is that you can see the hesitation in the actors’ eyes, their thought processes, their struggle to be articulate, their quandaries about where to move next, and even the fact that they’ve rehearsed what they’re saying – just what’s going on in their heads. That’s not to say it hasn’t been expertly done on occasions, but as a basic technique it’s a dead end.

         What did you think of Peter Collinson’s 1967 feature film version of Up the Junction?

         It was scripted by Roger Smith, a very good friend of mine. They didn’t try to remake what we’d made. Roger took Nell’s story of a middle-class girl who goes to live with working people in Battersea and other elements of Nell’s personal situation and wove them in. It was a very different film.

         Following your Up the Junction, the BBC aired another Wednesday Play you’d directed, a musical called The End of Arthur’s Marriage.

         Yes, I was guilty of that. (It was nearly the end of my marriage, too!) Christopher Logue, who’s a fine poet, had written a very funny, imaginative script, a surreal fantasy with songs by Stanley Myers about a man who is given some money to pay a deposit on a house and goes off and buys an elephant with his daughter. There were scenes involving the elephant going down a canal on a barge. There was no way I could achieve that. I could see it in my head, but I didn’t have the technique or experience to bring it off. I was 22the wrong person for the job, unfortunately. It was the first time I had shot anything on film, too, and it was a total cock-up.

         Your next Wednesday Play was The Coming Out Party, which was shown just before Christmas 1965. You’d worked previously with the writer, James O’Connor, on a Wednesday Play called Three Clear Sundays, a Cockney crime drama that now looks very primitive. But The Coming Out Party was much better, largely because you worked with some of the Up the Junction ensemble – including Carol White, George Sewell, Rita Webb and Hilda Barry – and caught the same spirit with the camera running around the actors in a London pub and letting them talk to it. It also anticipates Kes in its matter-of-factness and in its empathy for its protagonist, a young boy neglected by his family. It’s a play that hasn’t been discussed very much, presumably because it didn’t have the stylistic surprises or the political shock of Up the Junction, but it stands the test of time. Do you remember it?

         Just about. Working with Jimmy was very valuable. He was a terrific writer – amusing, perceptive, full of raw energy and wit – and he wrote about experiences I knew nothing of. His writing had the same kind of vitality that Joan Littlewood’s stage productions had, and a lot of the actors that I worked with had worked with Joan. I admired and enjoyed her work enormously and tried to emulate it – the way you often emulate someone when you’re starting out. I was trying to get the same sense of randomness that she got in live theatre. It was a way of telling a story where the images appeared arbitrary but none the less a story emerged. It still seems to me that a lot of films and television dramas just show you the main actors, as though they live in a vacuum. If you take a look round where you and I are talking now [a café in a converted warehouse in Liverpool’s Albert Dock], there are people everywhere doing things, and everybody’s got their own projects that they’re working on and walking to and going from and talking about. And everyone’s involved in relationships. That sense of a story emerging almost at random from all that to become a communicable experience is an idea I like because it suggests the richness of everything that’s going on. It’s much more real than it would be if you just gave life to one person moving in isolation 23through this same landscape. It’s a way of giving dramatic life to the way we are.

         What had brought you to the realization that you wanted to create the strongest sense of actuality in the plays and films you direct?

         I think it came from trying to be critical of the way actors worked and what was generally accepted as good acting. In the case of The Coming Out Party, it was about trying to do justice to Jimmy’s script, because he was the writer I was working with at that time. A writer like Jimmy breathed a reality that the actors who would be the accepted casting for a BBC play just couldn’t bring. So we looked at the fringes of the acting profession and tried to get, say, a comedy actor to play a serious part. We wanted to shake up the process a bit and try to find ways of catching people off guard and doing things they weren’t aware they were going to do. What was exciting was wondering where the actors would go in a given moment and trying to catch that unexpected response. To be honest, I’ve always preferred watching documentaries rather than television dramas, which I’ve always disliked. I find them very hard to watch because of the machine-like way they grind down the spontaneity of the actors’ performances. So, where possible, I’ve tried to find ways of knocking television acting off balance, by putting people in shadows, for example, so that they become enigmatic and obscure and you’re not certain what’s there. The point is to make everything a little less obvious, to hint at things, suggest things, not explain them until they’re fully exposed. I suppose all this grew out of a dissatisfaction with the predictability of what I’d seen.

         Do non-naturalistic forms of drama offend you?

         It’s important to be clear what’s meant by terms like non-naturalism. What I’ve always disliked is when what’s in front of the camera – the performances – are grotesque, over the top, or parodies or caricatures. I believe it’s possible to film something that is quite real. If you then cut it in such a way that you consciously put one event or moment against another so it goes against the normal narrative line that you’d expect, the result will be jolting. You’re saying to the audience, ‘Here’s a few frames of this and here’s a few frames 24of that, and here’s a sequence of this and a sequence of that.’ You can cut the thing together so it breaks the naturalism of the storyline and makes the audience critical of what they’re seeing, aware that they’re watching a piece of film come together. So in that sense it’s not natural, but from the point of view of what is in front of the camera, that should still be very real. I like disjointed cutting, and even using an inappropriate soundtrack on occasions, but I’ve never liked overacting or saturated performances.

         Frequently in these early plays, we see groups of two, three or four people comparing their experiences and sharing their opinions. That kind of dialogue became a staple of your films and plays, especially in those written by Jim Allen, from The Big Flame (1969) onwards, and also in your documentaries: I’m thinking of the round-table discussion that concludes Questions of Leadership and the free-for-all about land reform in Land and Freedom. One might even say it’s the very essence of your work. Were you conscious of it evolving as a means of political discourse?

         I think those early conversations were a precursor to what came later. I find the loose exchange of opinions in group conversations – with people pushing in all the time and jousting with their ideas – to be very energetic and revealing, and I enjoy them very much. I think people are often at their best and at their most eloquent when they do that. Working-class people have an eloquence that’s very seldom recognized. I noticed that again doing the research for the film we’re making about the dockers up in Liverpool [The Flickering Flame, 1996]: everybody we’ve spoken to is articulate, sharp, to the point and has well-formed ideas. It’s a quality that’s never represented in the way politics is treated on television, where everything is mediated through politicians, who have tired voices and use tired phrases. There’s a cliché that goes, ‘Everybody is fed up with politics.’ Well, they’re fed up with politics as presented to them, so they leave it to the politicians. But the crispness and the imaginative use of language by people who are really involved in a struggle – like the Liverpool dockers are – is very impressive and inspiring. It’s clear that there’s a reality that exists quite separate from the way politics is treated, and that there’s a way of presenting politics that isn’t just someone droning on. 25
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         Those arguments always look haphazard but, of course, they’re very carefully selected, pruned and guided, particularly in the cutting room. It’s particularly energizing and entertaining in Jim’s work, where you see the cut and thrust of argument, ideas fighting for space and, as you say, a political discourse being followed.

         Was Cathy Come Home the first opportunity you had to make a film that dealt head on with a social or political issue?

         26Yes. Tony and I were getting increasingly interested in films about social issues and subjects at that time. After Up the Junction, which had the abortion story in it, it was quite a lateral progression to go on to examine the destruction of a family that had become homeless. It came about quite by chance. Nell Dunn was married to the writer Jeremy Sandford. I met him through her, and he showed me a two-page outline of Cathy Come Home. I remember reading it and being absolutely bowled over by it. Tony and I were very eager to tell the story.

         Cathy has even more of a documentary flavour than Up the Junction, particularly in the use of statistics about homelessness.

         Yes. I found that collision exciting. The complementing of a fictional story with a factual context places a responsibility on the fiction to be as well researched as any piece of journalism, or any book. The characters that you’re filming in the fiction have got to be as credible as the people they’re passing in the street. So in a way, it’s a kind of test for what you set up: the fictional elements you put in the film have to be as authentic as any bit of actuality you happen to catch.

         Did you feel you pulled that off in Cathy Come Home?

         I can’t tell, really. I’d say that sometimes we did, and sometimes we didn’t.

         You filmed the climactic sequence at the railway station, when Cathy is finally separated from her children by the police, in long shot. It has the effect of saying she’s completely on her own and no one’s going to protect her, and it’s harrowing to watch. Do you recall shooting it?

         Yes. It was all done very quickly, obviously with a hidden camera. The key thing was to find a camera position that would give us good coverage of what was happening and wouldn’t be seen by the people passing by. We gave Carol White [who played Cathy] a position with the two kids on the station seats and then let her sit there for a bit and found a way to cue the actors playing the social workers and the police to come over and take the children. I 27remember we had to allow enough time to elapse after my going up and talking to her so that the passers-by would just be walking past normally. It was before the days of walkie-talkies, so we had to use hand signals. We only had one shot at it really because you don’t want to put the kids through that sort of thing more than once. It was upsetting to do it, although we were running around with a camera so fast and juggling so many elements that we didn’t have time to dwell upon that while we were doing it. Those feelings hit you more in retrospect. We shot Cathy in three weeks. It was quite an extraordinary chase around.

         One of the direct results of Cathy Come Home was the founding of Shelter, a charity that has done a lot to combat homelessness in Britain. But I believe that as far as you and Tony Garnett were concerned, this was an inadequate response to the film.

         Shelter’s done some terrific work. It’s been an excellent resource for research and has obviously helped a lot of families find homes, and that’s a very positive thing. What’s inadequate is the idea that homelessness is a problem that should be solved by a charity. It boils down to a structural problem within society: Who owns the land? Who owns the building industry? How does housing relate to employment? How do we decide what we produce, where we produce it, under what conditions? And housing fits into that. You can’t abstract housing from the economic pattern. So it is a political issue; the film just didn’t examine it at that level.

         I think Cathy’s a film about a social situation; it’s not a political film because it doesn’t deal with structure at all – the structure of what makes people homeless. It accepts the fact of homelessness without analysis, and it’s the story of a family caught in that grip and how it’s shattered by it. But it doesn’t try to explain the cause, and therefore it doesn’t deal with politics; it deals with personal tragedy. Of course, everyone says they’re against homelessness, in the same way they say they’re against sin. Politicians of various shades and hues spoke up and claimed Cathy as their own. They said, ‘What a powerful film. Yes, we’re against homelessness, and our remedy for it is this-that-and-the-other.’ I remember that Anthony Greenwood, who was then minister of housing, asked to see us and told us how much he appreciated Cathy. We said, ‘Fine. But what are your plans 28to deal with homelessness?’ And he ummed and ahhed and talked around it and obviously … nothing. I also heard – I don’t know if it was true – that Edward Heath had commented favourably on it. Well, if somebody like that could accept it favourably rather than be challenged by it, then it certainly couldn’t have been very political. As a result, we said to ourselves that if we were to do a film like that again, we’d somehow have to tackle the ownership of land, the building industry and the financing behind it. Otherwise you’re not really challenging anything.

         What appealed to you specifically about the Laingian‡ ideas expressed in In Two Minds?

         They seemed to fit in with the rest of what we were doing. Laing was an interest of the writer, David Mercer, and Tony, who had studied psychology. In Two Minds was very much Tony’s project. He certainly introduced me to R. D. Laing’s books, to Laing himself and to others who’d worked with Laing. What I felt most confident in dealing with in In Two Minds, and again in Family Life [Loach and Garnett’s 1971 feature version], were the family relationships. I tended to take the medical aspects on trust, because the premise seemed to make sense.

         Can you elaborate?

         Growing up implies that you will become separate from your parents. You are an independent other person. But it’s common, natural even, for parents to see themselves in their children. When this becomes extreme, the parent may see the child as an extension of themselves. Then the child’s sense of self is shaken. Who am I? Do I exist at all? And – in the way Janice expresses it metaphorically in the film – my mother is killing me. It was the process of family life that I responded to in the story. We tried to push these ideas further with the feature film.

         29We’ll come back to that. Now you’d directed Neville Smith as an actor in a Wednesday Play called Wear a Very Big Hat (1965), and then he and the newsreader Gordon Honeycombe collaborated on a drama–documentary called The Golden Vision. It’s an atmospheric piece about a group of Everton Football Club supporters and includes footage of some games and interviews with such Everton players as Alex Young, the ‘Golden Vision’ himself. And Neville Smith played an Everton fan who makes a football widow of his pregnant wife.

         Neville had been the lead in Wear a Very Big Hat. He was very good and very funny. As we got to know each other, he talked about wanting to write a script about Everton, and in particular about the centre forward, Alex Young. He wrote a very good piece, and it was a nice idea to make the main story element the group of fans; the factual stuff was the team. There was a dream-like element to it, as well, in the scene at the end when [actor] Ken Jones imagines himself playing and scoring for Everton. That dream idea was unusual at the time, but it’s commonplace now.
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         30It’s exactly the same fantasy lived out by Brian Glover’s games master, who imagines he’s Bobby Charlton in Kes. We know we’re watching one of your films when, in The Golden Vision, we hear the old Evertonian, Mr Paisley, reminiscing about the General Strike. Were you trying to contextualize football as a proletarian sport?

         I wouldn’t want to make that claim for it. I think it’s just about these supporters’ enjoyment of football – their incredible passion for it. It’s something that brings them alive and brings out humour and other qualities in them. It’s also very much about a place – Liverpool – where all that happens.

         One of Neville’s strengths as a writer was the way he conceived roles for a whole group of actors and comics and singers and welcomed them into the experience. They included people like Ken Jones and Bill Dean, who really carried the film; I greatly enjoyed their company and I’ve worked with a lot of them since.
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         Later on, you directed a Neville Smith play called After a Lifetime (1971). The lifetime in question – the man who has died – was 31another veteran of the General Strike. Again, do you consider this a political piece?

         Well, I guess so. It’s about the man’s legacy – political and personal. But it’s largely a comedy, not so much about the old fellow as about his sons – one played by Neville, the other by Jimmy Coleman – the uncles and nephews and the relationships that emerge between them. Some of it is quite touching and thoughtful, but I think the comedy sequences work better than anything else.

         In 1969, you began your long collaboration with Jim Allen§ on his play The Big Flame. Did you meet and talk about the ideas in the piece first, or was it presented as a script?

         It was pretty much presented as a script. It was a very good script, too, but I think it could have been a better film if I’d been more experienced. All the ideas that Jim has been consistently interested in – the conflicts between employers and the workforce, the nature of the rank and file, the roles played by trade unions and the press – were well expressed in The Big Flame. I think, in a way, it’s Jim’s 32definitive script. I wish I’d had the chance to do it, say, twenty years later, because the bones of it were terrific.

         Like all strikes, the strike shown in that film was about power and who holds it. Specifically, it shows an occupation by Liverpool dockers and how that occupation was dealt with. Jim wrote the play in ’67, before the ’68 occupations, so what he wrote about actually happened the next year. It should have been a film of epic proportions with a cast of thousands constantly on the move, but we didn’t have the resources to make a film on that scale. In fact, there’s just a handful of people in it, so I don’t think it does the script justice.

         Jim Allen’s next play, The Rank and File (1971), was also about workers organizing and the political leverage of strike action. Specifically, it recreates the struggles at the Pilkington Glassworks in St Helens in 1970. Your direction was markedly more urgent than on The Big Flame.

         Yes. I think my work was a bit better, although it had the same sort of elements in it. But I think the script of The Big Flame was stronger.

         Can you set out, from your personal perspective, what The Rank and File is about thematically?

         Once again it’s a play about where power lies, and how the various elements in society will behave in an industrial situation and what the different imperatives are. Specifically, it shows the clash of interests between the employer, who must have an efficient, docile labour force to produce competitively, and the workforce, which is concerned with job security, good conditions, good pay and the right to organize collectively. In the end, of course, those two are incompatible – the fundamental premise is that they can’t co-exist – so there has to be a struggle, and then it’s a question of who is the stronger. The whole system is based on conflict.

         The prevailing propaganda, of course, maintains that the class system no longer exists, that we’re all the same class and we all have the same interests. Therefore it’s better that industry does well, because then we all benefit from the wealth it generates. But I think that idea is basically flawed. It isn’t like that. There are 33conflicting interests. And conflict will continue until there is a fundamental change.
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         Do you think there’s a validity in keeping industries alive because they supply jobs, even if those industries are deemed not economically viable – the closure of British coal mines in the 1980s and ’90s being the most suggestive example?

         Well, ‘not economically viable’ is a loaded term that really only applies to one model of society. An industry that’s not productive in the context of a market economy may not be economically viable, although it may be an essential service. However, an economy organized for everyone’s mutual benefit would properly determine what is environmentally sound and socially useful to produce – things that we all enjoy and need. Then people would work in those industries in a way that was good for them and for society in general. People would share the pleasant work and the unpleasant work. And as technology developed, the benefits would spread to 34everybody. But that’s not the way it is now. New technology is used by the employers to maximize profits at the expense of the workforce. It doesn’t mean shared work; it means unemployment.

         Isn’t that a Luddite view, though?

         I don’t want to defend old ways of doing things that are labour-intensive and neglect new developments. It’s not about that in the end, although people often will fight to defend what they have. And understandably, because the alternative is the dole. In the long term, the real concern here is about who owns the technology, how it’s used and for whose benefit it’s used.

         Was the BBC opposed to The Rank and File?

         They made us shoot it in Stoke-on-Trent because they said it would be too easily identifiable as the Pilkington’s strike if we actually shot it in St Helens – which was silly. I think we were a bit out on a limb and needed the protection of someone like Sydney Newman [the ebullient, progressive head of BBC drama].

         Tony was very skilful at keeping our space on the Wednesday Play, and I think there was a period when the BBC was happy to have these left-wing film-makers doing their thing, because it showed how diverse and tolerant the BBC could be. But there were always battles on the margins. I remember we had a particular struggle on The Rank and File – which was actually a Play for Today – to get in this quotation from Trotsky. It was a provocative idea, but actually quite a bland quotation. It wasn’t the words the BBC objected to – it was the very fact that Trotsky had said them.

         You’ve occasionally stepped away from your turf to direct different kinds of television films or documentaries. In 1973, you wrote and directed a play based on Chekhov’s A Misfortune. Why did you do that?

         For personal reasons I hadn’t worked for a year. This was quite a way back. It was one in a little series of plays from short stories – James Joyce and Chekhov – that Melvyn Bragg was producing for the Full House series. I did it because it was different from what I had been doing.

         35Later on, I did Auditions (1980), which is a little documentary about three dancers trying to make a go of it – basically they’re these stage-struck kids who end up dancing at the end of a pier. I always find the unglamorous end of theatre interesting and funny; it makes you smile. It’s something that I can identify with, and I guess I’ve always been a little stage-struck myself.

         Then, much later, I did The View from the Woodpile. After doing a series of documentaries, I had a very thin period in the mid-1980s. I wanted to work in fiction again, but I couldn’t raise anything beyond some money for this small documentary for Central Television. It was a quiet little piece, but it was a happy experience. I worked with a group of kids from the Black Country, and in the film we tried to explore their experiences by getting them to dramatize themselves – so it is part drama, part documentary. I feel some affection for the film because the kids were very genuine and very warm and it’s the only time I’ve worked in the industrial Midlands, despite coming from there myself. We shot it in about ten days. I enjoyed it.

         How would you assess the Wednesday Play period in terms of what you learned as a film-maker?

         I know I personally made several howlers, but I think it was a time when a group of us collectively made a few pushes forward. We tried lots of different things, and sometimes they came off and sometimes they didn’t. It was very productive from that point of view. There were all kinds of ideas about what television drama could be and what the possible forms were for the medium. To reassess it briefly, at one end of the spectrum there were writers like Troy Kennedy Martin and John McGrath attempting to break up the naturalistic form. At the other end there were attempts to find a new kind of realism by using documentary techniques and documentary strands. So we tried to push the medium out in all kinds of different ways, and I’d say some of them were successful and some failed.

         There remained, of course, a literary tradition practised by writers like David Mercer, and that needed a type of direction that I’m not very good at. But the tension between that kind of work and the kind that I and others were trying to do meant that the 36form was always being pushed to the edge in one way or another. It was a lively time.

         How would you rate the social effectiveness of the plays and films you and your collaborators made?

         It’s difficult to say whether they were successful or not. Some of them – such as Cathy Come Home – made rather a splash at the time. I think that in the long term their success in prompting any political change was obviously minimal, because we’ve ended up with Tony Blair as prime minister. I suppose some of them might have encouraged or given support to people who were struggling on other fronts, but I think there’s a danger of over-estimating the effect they had.

         
            * Paul Kerr, ‘The Complete Ken Loach’, Stills Magazine, May/June 1986.

            † Tony Garnett was born on 3 April 1936 in Birmingham, the son of a toolmaker. He won a scholarship to Birmingham Central Drama School, acted in provincial repertory theatre for eighteen months, and in 1957 began studying experimental psychology at London University. He continued to act in repertory and appeared on television in Troy Kennedy Martin’s Incident at Echo Six (1958), in the BBC Shakespeare series Age of Kings (1960), and in two plays by David Mercer, as well as the Loach-directed Catherine.

            Garnett subsequently became a prolific BBC story editor and producer. The collaborations with Loach are as follows: Up the Junction (1965, story editor), Cathy Come Home (1966), In Two Minds (1967), The Golden Vision (1968), The Big Flame (1969), Kes (1969), Family Life (1971), After a Lifetime (1971), Days of Hope (1975), The Price of Coal (1977), Black Jack (1979).

            Garnett’s non-Loach TV work includes Jim Allen’s The Lump (1967) and The Spongers (1978), as well as Law and Order (1978) and Between the Lines (1993). His films include Prostitute (1980), Handgun (1982), Earth Girls Are Easy (1988) and Shadow Makers (1989 – US: Fat Man and Little Boy).

            ‡ R. D. Laing (1927–89), radical British psychiatrist whose clinical interests were directed towards psychosis and what he described as ‘ontological insecurity’. Laing contended that schizophrenia was a response to malignant family situations and advocated nurture of patients instead of physical treatments like insulin coma and electroshock therapy.

            § Born in Manchester on 7 October 1926, Allen is a former building worker, miner, docker, iron foundry worker, hospital cleaner and blacklisted labour organizer. He began writing on the long-running Granada Television soap opera Coronation Street in January 1965 and completed an eighteen-month stint before resigning: ‘I wrote an episode in which everyone from the Rover’s Return goes on a mystery tour and the bus goes over the cliff, killing every member of the cast. It was the best episode I wrote but it made me very unpopular and, of course, it was never made. I was never fired – I think I was one of the few writers who actually walked out.’ (Interview with editor, September 1996.)

            Allen’s first television drama, The Lump, directed by Jack Gold and produced by Tony Garnett for the Wednesday Play series in 1967, examined the exploitation of casual labour in the building trade – the same theme examined by Loach and writer Bill Jesse in Riff-Raff (1991).

            Allen is the writer of the following Loach-directed plays and films: The Big Flame (1969), The Rank and File (1971), Days of Hope (1975), Hidden Agenda (1990), Raining Stones (1993), Land and Freedom (1995). Allen’s play Perdition (1987), directed by Loach, was withdrawn from the Royal Court Theatre (see Chapter 4). Allen’s other TV plays include United Kingdom and the Garnett-produced The Spongers (1978), both directed by Roland Joffe.
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            Chapter 3

            Struggle

            Poor Cow, Kes, Family Life, Days of Hope, The Price of Coal, Black Jack, The Gamekeeper, Looks and Smiles, Fatherland

         

         Increasingly frustrated by the bureaucratic procedures of the BBC, Loach made his initial foray into feature films with Poor Cow (1967), adapted by Loach and Nell Dunn from one of her novels and produced by Joseph Janni. It gave Carol White (who had played one of the Clapham girls in the Loach/Dunn play Up the Junction and Cathy in Cathy Come Home) the part of Joy, a free-spirited young London woman married to a small-time crook who is sent to prison, whereupon she takes up with one of his mates. With its slum backdrop and pre-feminist consciousness (particularly well evinced through White’s first-person narration), and its resigned acceptance that women like Joy are circumscribed by their situation, Poor Cow retains its sympathetic social message.

         Loach was discouraged by his first brush with the British film industry, however, and in 1969 he and his television producer Tony Garnett duly set up Kestrel Films to realize their own modest independent projects. Working for the first time with a script by the Barnsley schoolteacher and novelist Barry Hines, they began with Kes (1969). Loach and cinematographer Chris Menges had studied the recent crop of sharp-edged humanist films from Czechoslovakia, and they duly brought to Kes a cool, crisp perspective on the blighted prospects of a working-class lad – briefly alleviated by his training of a kestrel – in a Yorkshire mining community.

         Although the distributor nearly botched the release of the film, it was successful at the British box office (its regional accents were dubbed for the American release print). But the next Kestrel production, Family Life (1971), a superb feature version of David Mercer’s In Two Minds (1967), the Loach–Garnett Wednesday 38Play about Laingian solutions to family-induced schizophrenia, was a commercial failure and dented the outfit’s bankability.

         In 1970, Edward Heath’s Conservative government was elected. In 1974, Labour returned to power following Heath’s defeat at the hands of the obdurate miners’ union, but Loach, Garnett and their writers had no illusions about what Labour and the trade unions were about to do for the workers. In attempting a radical historical reassessment of the left’s betrayal of the left, Loach and Garnett embarked on their most ambitious BBC film, the epic Jim Allen-scripted four-parter Days of Hope (1975), which traced the upheavals of the British Labour movement between 1916 and 1926 through the experiences of three characters. Although one of the TV events of the era, the serial was marred by its overarching didacticism. The Price of Coal (1977), written by Barry Hines in two parts for the BBC’s Play for Today, championed the miners as the heroes of the working-class movement, but its message fell largely on deaf ears in Jubilee year.

         Working with Garnett for the last time, Loach wrote and directed Black Jack (1979), an eighteenth-century children’s adventure story developed by the fledgling Goldcrest company and financed by the National Film Finance Corporation and a French company that insisted on a French protagonist before it went bankrupt. The film is little more than a diversion, and it seemed that Loach was beginning to drift. However, the election of Margaret Thatcher in 1979 would eventually refocus his political agenda and steer him towards documentary. First came The Gamekeeper (1980), made for ATV’s short-lived film wing Black Lion and the second Loach–Hines–Menges masterpiece – this one a docudrama about class exploitation on a rural estate. Also for Black Lion, the same team made Looks and Smiles (1981), a drama about unemployment in the early Thatcher years that looked altogether too slick.

         This chapter also includes discussion of Loach’s Fatherland (1986), his first film for Channel 4 and his sole collaboration with writer Trevor Griffiths. A dour portrait of a dissident East German folk singer, who finds himself no freer in the West than in the East after he defects, the film spirals awkwardly into a Cold War thriller in its final act. In its use of genre conventions, it prefigures Hidden Agenda (1990), the film that would reinvigorate Loach as a feature director, but it otherwise belongs to the brave but inconsistent middle period of his career. 39

         graham fuller: In 1967, you made your first feature film, Poor Cow, which you and Nell Dunn adapted from another of her novels. Looked at today, it’s striking for the way it allows the Carol White character, Joy, to enjoy her sexuality – it was almost feminist in that respect. Like Up the Junction, it’s a celebration of a certain kind of working-class woman, and that was unusual in the British cinema of the time.

         ken loach: There was something very attractive in the way Nell’s writing captured this sense of the irrepressible. The life force just keeps pounding through, and that always makes you optimistic. I think Joy is well named. There’s a kind of energy about her. Despite her circumstances, you can’t put her down totally. You know she’ll ride through the tragedies and care for her child and always come bouncing back, and that’s what we tried to make the film about.

         It’s also a film about inner-city slum life. You folded in a series of shots of the Victorian tenements where Joy and her son live, and there’s an episode in which Joy’s small son gets trapped in a fridge on a bomb site – and this is only twenty years after the war. The social commentary is implicit in the cutting together of these kinds of images.

         I think that’s true. Those old places had all the vices and virtues that you’d expect. They had a sense of neighbourliness and mutual support and collective identity – all those good things. But they also had bad sanitation and overcrowding. The late 1960s was a transitional period when there were still a lot of those communities in being; they’ve pretty much all been smashed down since. So, yes, all that was an important element.

         Shortly after making Poor Cow, I felt that it was very flawed, because it had influences that were too obviously stuck on; they weren’t absorbed enough into the film. I think we were still very high on the French New Wave at the time, with ideas like only cutting if you’re jumping to a different time period in the film. Consequently, I held some of the shots far too long. Also, the interviews to camera probably seem a little mannered now. All that was a hangover from earlier things I’d done that had worked more successfully. In both Cathy and Poor Cow they just look too self-conscious. I think Poor 40Cow is quite an immature film. There’s a modishness about it, I think, which I tried to rise above afterwards.

         Tell me about working with the late Carol White,* whom you directed four times. In a way, because of the downbeat context in which you placed her, she was the anti-Julie Christie – Christie being the pre-eminent filmic symbol of the swinging sixties.

         Like the best actors, Carol worked on instinct. There were two sides to her. One was the Hammersmith kid who knew working-class life in London and could be true to it. And the other was the girl who’d been in films when she was a teenager and had been taught to be glamorous, and that was the side she was in love with. The two elements pulled her in different directions. Obviously, when she was working with us, we weren’t interested in the glamorous side, and Carol responded in a very truthful way to Cathy’s situation. She’d been close enough to hard times to understand it – not intellectually, but just in her gut, and she was very strong in that film. I think Cathy was her best work. By the time we got to Poor Cow, she was getting offers for other kinds of films again. She was cast in a Michael Winner film [I’ll Never Forget What’s’isname, 1967] and was desperate to do it, so we agreed she could do it at the same time we were filming. It wasn’t a good idea because she would come to our film with a glamorous hairdo and having been carted about in a limousine all day. I believe Carol wanted to move away from being an ordinary woman, but I don’t think she was a very good performer when she tried to be glamorous, even by the standards of those kinds of films. It was a shame because she could have gone on and done good work. Eventually, of course, she went to the United States, which was a disastrous move, because she was miscast and all the qualities that made her good – particularly her vulnerability – were taken advantage of. The best actors are always vulnerable. They should be open and they should bruise easily – that’s what people respond to. If, when you’re making a film, you can protect that quality, it’s a strength. But it’s a weakness if you expose that vulnerability in a film and can’t protect yourself or don’t get any protection from anyone else.41
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         I think in the best moments Carol could melt you. She was one of the main reasons Cathy Come Home worked – if it worked – because people responded to her and remembered her. So she was one of the many people that I certainly owe a lot to, because after that the doors opened.

         Like The Coming Out Party and some of your earlier plays, Poor Cow has a crime element. In keeping with your policy of casting from life, as it were, you cast John Bindon as Joy’s husband, who’s a robber. Bindon himself was actually a villain, wasn’t he?

         He had a colourful past. He was a great character, and we saw the attractive side of his personality: he was very funny and told us all these tales, so I relied on him a lot for the verisimilitude of some of the scenes. He was actually very strong in the original version; unfortunately, I think the print that goes around now was post-synched by John and Carol, and I don’t think it was done very well. 43I’d never be involved in anything like post-synching because you lose all the authenticity.

         From that initial experience of making a feature, did you get a sense that working in the film industry was difficult and that raising money would always be a struggle?

         It was a fairly nightmarish experience, probably the worst experience of filming that I’ve had. I think I was very naïve about the film industry. The actual genesis of Poor Cow was unfortunate. With Up the Junction and Cathy Come Home and the other films we’d made at the BBC, the team was Tony and me and the writer, Nell or Jeremy, for example. We should have made Poor Cow in that way, but a producer, Joe Janni,† came along who said he could raise the money and get proper distribution and take care of everything. In the end, that meant there wasn’t a place for Tony, and I think the film suffered because of that. I think Tony would have been far more stringent about how it was made and what the content was. I missed his sharpness of mind. Also, Joe brought in people from the film industry and I brought in people I knew from television, and the two didn’t blend. We had more or less two crews working side by side and not mixing. Then the shoot overran by five or six weeks, mainly because I didn’t really know what I was doing. So it wasn’t a very happy experience, and I think it shows in the film.

         You mentioned the French New Wave. Was Jean-Luc Godard a particular influence on you?

         I think we’d found him very challenging, and his example gave us a lot of energy and desire to get in there with a camera. I don’t think he was a particularly long-term influence.

         What about Italian neo-realism?

         That influenced me more. Those classic post-war Italian films just 44seem to have an immense respect for people. They give people space and they’re concerned with their concerns. I think they make Godard seem a little flashy.

         And the Czech New Wave?

         Very important. There is always a danger of misreading a foreign film because you’re not getting all the nuances of language, but the work of directors like Miloš Forman‡ and Jiří Menzel§ and others who worked in the 1960s still came across to us as very humanist, compassionate films. They weren’t soft in any way, but had a very sharp, wry wit. At times, they were quite savage but still with that strong humanist streak. That’s what we took from them, anyway. They made us feel that they were the kinds of films we wanted to make.

         Your next feature film was Kes, which clearly marked a shift in style. It had much sharper, cleaner images than your previous films and the camera is placed much more in the position of observer. The tone and pacing is also more relaxed. Were these conscious changes?

         Yes, very conscious. They were a reaction to some of the work in Poor Cow, which, as I said earlier, had become mannered. They also relate to what we’ve just been talking about, because the style of Kes was a consequence of seeing Czech cinema, which made me feel that some of the stuff we’d been working on was a little shallow.

         Kes was photographed by Chris Menges. Chris had been the camera operator on Poor Cow and subsequently worked with the Czech cameraman Miroslav Ondříček on Lindsay Anderson’s If (1968). That was a very positive experience for Chris in that it confirmed what he himself was thinking about in terms of how light should be photographed, about which lenses were sympathetic and which weren’t, and about how to contain the action. We talked a lot about that and decided that the effort shouldn’t be to make the 45camera do all the work, but should be to make what is in front of the camera as authentic and truthful as possible. The camera’s job was to record it in a sympathetic way and to be unobtrusive, not to be slick. So when we came to do Kes, there was a conscious move away from a newsreely, chasing kind of photography to a more reflective, observed, sympathetically lit style of photography.
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         Can you be more specific?

         The idea was to light the scenes in such a way that the space we were shooting would be lit rather than the shot itself. That was very important because it meant we could dispense with the idea of actors having to hit their marks, and that liberated them to move about at will. We also wouldn’t be concerned about bathing them in a pool of light or catching a light in their eyes, which is the traditional way of shooting someone. We wanted to light the space so that the light fell democratically but unostentatiously on everyone. Not only is it more pleasing that way, but the lighting isn’t then 46saying, ‘This is the leading actor in the scene or the film and these other actors aren’t so important.’ This is what we did on Kes, and it became a central tenet of how we worked.

         Would you say that it’s generally harder to make a scene or an image look real than it is to make it look fake or stylized, which is what most films do, particularly Hollywood films?

         Making things look fake is the easy way. A technical demand like getting actors to hit their marks may not seem very important, but it can be a distraction, because no matter how skilled they are, it creates another level of consciousness in their minds, and I think that must crucially detract from their capacity to be totally involved with the other person in the scene.

         To what extent do you block scenes?

         It’s very straightforward. We’ll work out roughly how the scene is going to play up to perhaps halfway through the scene to see where the actors feel comfortable standing or sitting or whatever. Normally I will say, ‘OK, you’re starting the scene with the intention of doing a certain thing. How does it fall naturally?’ We’ll then try to arrange the furniture in the room so that it makes a pleasing frame. I try to lay the traps, as it were. If, when the actors come in and instinctively start to move or position themselves somewhere else, then the cameraman and I will try to redo the shot in such a way that we can accommodate the actors and still make a pleasing picture. The actors will feel that they’ve rearranged the frame, even though I’ll have perhaps manipulated it in such a way that they’ll have followed a course that I’ve predetermined. But they shouldn’t be aware of that; they should feel that what they’ve done is entirely of their own volition.

         On some of your early TV plays, you did a lot of takes. But you’ve said that actors usually only have the energy for one or two good takes and after that they start to run out of steam. I’m curious to know if your shot ratio has gone down over the years.

         Probably not. It depends what you’re trying to get. You might do quite a lot of takes of a scene from one angle – maybe seven or 47eight – because you might be looking to use the early parts of that shot with the later parts of the scene shot from a different angle. The early parts of the early takes will usually be good. I tend to let them run on because the actors might hit the high point of the later part of the scene, although sometimes, obviously, they’ll hit the high point in a later take. It’s also important to run the whole scene each time if you can, so that it has a flow and because you’re usually playing the later part of a scene off the emotion of the early part. If you break it down into separate shots, it can get very bitty, so long takes are important. If you do break it down, you might just do four takes to start with so as not to deplete the emotion at the end of a scene.

         What will dictate the length of a shot, in terms of time?

         Depends on the scene. Action shots tend to be shorter, but if there’s a dialogue scene, the shot’s as long as the scene is.

         You tend to keep the camera at a respectful distance.

         Again, a lot of this came out of my admiration of Czech film-makers and the fixed lenses they used. My memory is that they didn’t use the zoom at all. I didn’t want to use it myself on films because I’d used it a lot in the past in the same way that documentaries used it, and I found that quite irritating after a bit. I like the placidity of a fixed lens and the fact that it doesn’t jolt the audience. Once you’re accustomed to what the lens’s vision is, then you can stay with that and the audience isn’t constantly being pulled in and out. I don’t like using a wide-angle lens because it will also tend to push up from below the actors and distort their features and turn them into objects; it’s not sympathetic in that way. I’d rather not crowd the actors or be so intrusive. If you give people space, it gives them a dignity. A slightly narrow lens – but not a telephoto lens – just seems more respectful.

         What about camera placement?

         What’s important is that you place the camera in such a way that it doesn’t inhibit the actor. It mustn’t be in too close or in the actor’s eyeline all the time so he or she can relate to the other people in 48the scene without the camera pushing in or intruding. That means standing back a little way, which is another argument for having a slightly longer lens. But it’s no use being unobtrusive if you can’t get a good shot, so it’s a question of finding a place that allows you to find a nice frame, even if the actors are doing things that you haven’t planned. That usually means taking up a fixed position that nevertheless allows you mobility so you can follow the actors and cover what they’re doing. The frame will often be moving, but the camera actually isn’t moving physically; in other words, you’re panning rather than tracking. Another reason not to track is that the take you end up using isn’t usually the best: one, because the actors you’re following have got to hit their marks, and, as I’ve said, it’s better if they don’t have that restriction in their minds; two, the focus is much more variable on a tracking shot. If the camera is fixed, then it’s much easier for the focus puller.

         When you say ‘a nice frame’, does that mean it’s authentic, or do you actually compose shots for their pictorial value?

         Both. I think you should feel subconsciously that the objects in the frame are balanced, but if you come out of a shot and say, ‘Ah, yes, isn’t that a stunning frame?’ then you’ve lost the point of it. It should just seem right, although in an implicit rather than a predictable way. It shouldn’t strike you as a self-consciously beautiful shot; that’s showing off.

         In films like Kes, Black Jack, Days of Hope, to some extent, and The Gamekeeper, you have partly or wholly rural settings that lend themselves to landscapes and images of nature. Most film-makers would take advantage of the inherent beauty in the countryside, but I sense you would consider it decadent to go for a shot that was beauty for beauty’s sake.

         Yes. I think you need to communicate the sense of landscape, but it’s the landscape that should be beautiful, not the shot. It’s important that you link the audience to the landscape as unselfconsciously as you can.

         Kes was based on Barry Hines’s novel Kestrel for a Knave, and Hines himself wrote the screenplay. Will you talk about your collaboration?

         49It was Tony who found the book and introduced me to Barry. I thought it was a terrific piece of writing – it had a very good balance, it was neat and well shaped, and everything about it had a rightness. (The script was a collaboration, but I don’t want to make anything of that. The film is so close to the book anyway.)
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         Working with Barry is a joy. He and I – like Tony and I – were a similar age and from a similar background, and we see things in a similar way – the same kind of things make us smile. We filmed at the school [in Barnsley, Yorkshire] he taught at, and that was where we found David Bradley, who played Billy. He was just one of the kids in the class who was the right age. The kestrel, or kestrels, actually – which were called Freeman, Hardy and Willis – were trained by Barry’s brother, Richard, who showed David how to work with the birds himself. Everything had an appropriate size about it, and it was helpful to shoot on such a modest scale. For the first time, we felt we were able to achieve a situation where the film crew was there to serve the actors in the film. It wasn’t a case of just telling people what to do. I think that’s always been very important: as film-makers, we’re not there to order people around; we’re there to listen, to absorb and to try to draw people out and 50serve them. And, as far as we could, that’s what we did on Kes. I think Barry enjoyed the elements that the people in the film were willing to bring to it. For example, he enjoyed Brian Glover’s and Colin Welland’s performances; as did we all. It was a very happy experience.

         Barry Hines’s book opens with a quotation which states that the kestrel was the one animal in medieval society that the lower echelons could freely own. It’s a symbol of egalitarianism.

         Exactly. It’s the bird for the riff-raff of the world.

         There’s a sadness at the end of the film in that, rather like the women in Up the Junction and Cathy in Cathy Come Home, Billy is trapped in his world with no real hope of improvement.

         He’s absolutely trapped. In the film, through the story, you see a whole side to life that the world cannot afford to see, that it can’t afford to acknowledge. At the time, in the north of England, boys like Billy were needed for unskilled labour. People who saw the film said to us, ‘Couldn’t he get a job in a zoo?’ which misses the entire point, because if it’s not Billy who’s going to be exploited as unskilled labour, it’s going to be someone else who’s in that predicament; the world requires him and people like him to fill that role. The world just isn’t prepared to take on board the fact that he has this talent and imagination, because he’s expected to work down the pit all his life, like his brother, and that’s if he’s lucky. Something that we didn’t get quite right in the film is that Jud, Billy’s brother, is provoked to kill the bird because Billy’s failure to place Jud’s bet meant that Jud lost the equivalent of a week’s wages. He could have had a week off work. A week in the sun and the open air, not underground with the coal dust in his lungs. It was important that Jud didn’t come off as just a villain, because he’s entitled to be angry, but, as I say, we didn’t quite pull that off.
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