MERYL STREEP

MAMMA MIA! – Q&A
Meryl Streep was born in Summit, New Jersey, and attended Vassar College before studying acting in graduate school at Yale’s School of Drama. After leaving Yale she first came to the attention of a mass audience with Julia (1977) and the following year was nominated for an Oscar for her role in The Deer Hunter alongside Robert De Niro, Christopher Walken and the late John Cazale – the first of an astonishing (and record setting) 14 Oscar nominations, with her most recent for The Devil Wears Prada.

She has won the Academy Award twice – for Kramer v. Kramer in 1980 and for Sophie’s Choice in 1983. Her remarkable CV includes The French Lieutenant’s Woman, Silkwood, Plenty, Out of Africa, Heartburn, Ironweed, Postcards from the Edge, The Bridges of Madison County, Adaptation, The Hours, A Prairie Home Companion and Evening.

Streep is married to the sculptor Don Gummer and they have four children, including Mamie who is making her own way as an actress and recently starred alongside her mother in Evening.

Q: How did this start for you?

A: My agent called and said ‘this is nothing that would probably interest you but it’s great that they asked.’ and I said ‘what is it?’ and he said ‘Mamma Mia.’ and I was like (shouts) ‘OH MY GOD! SAY YES!’ 

Q: You accepted at that instant?

A: Oh yes. I loved that musical. I’d seen it on Broadway, actually it was right after September 11th. I think that was just after they opened and I found out subsequently that they were terrified. One of the girls who helped me with the dancing worked on the Broadway production and said ‘well, you know we just didn’t think anybody would come.’ in the most dreadful, dark days in New York but they did of course, because it was a tonic, it was a huge immediate success because it was a reminder for everybody about what is great about being alive and where the joy of living is – singing and dancing and being in love, you know? 

Q: Were you surprised yourself that they had come to you with Mamma Mia!?

A: I was flabbergasted. Plus I found out that they had come to me after seeing me in Mother Courage in Central Park, which is not an analogous piece (laughs). I just thought that was hilarious that they should come to me after that performance.

Q: Is it a little more revealing for a performer when you have to sing?

A: I don’t think there’s a difference. It’s still reaching in and taking it out, it’s the same thing. Music allows you to access things - and you are not even aware you are doing it.  It’s a more immediate connection to people, because people take music in differently than when they sit back and watch a character. Sometimes a song goes past a critical resistance and straight to the heart.

Q: So after the first meeting, how did your preparation start?

A: I think I ran out and got the Broadway cast album but then I very quickly put that away. I think I listened to that once, then it was ‘uh oh!’ I thought ‘I can’t listen to that’ because we were going to do different things, musically and everything else. Very early on Benny flew to New York and we met at Lincoln Centre, we went down to the bowels to the practice rooms and it was such a nerve-wracking day. He had flown in on his own airplane and turned up with his sheet music and said ‘let’s play through the whole thing’ and I was like (shouts) ‘OH MY GOD!’ I had been sort of singing along with Abba songs, I’d got a Greatest Hits CD and I would sing along with that. And first of all he played them in a different tempo than that. And it was like ‘oh no, he’s the guy from Abba!’ But you know, he’s a lovely guy, he’s got this sunshine that comes to his face when he smiles, he’s so great. And he said ‘you know, we can change the keys and do whatever you want, but I want to see if you can do it in the key that I wrote it.’ and we had this joyous afternoon, absolutely so much fun, just me and him. I was walking on air when I left. And a couple of days later they called and said ‘Benny loves what you sound like…’ and that’s when I knew I was on track because he is the ultimate arbiter and if that hadn’t turned out I wouldn’t actually be doing it.

Q: Had you bought Abba records before?

A: Yeah, I think I bought them on vinyl but I don’t have many CDs and I don’t have anything to play vinyl on anymore. All the vinyl is packed in boxes in the garage. But then I bought all of the greatest hits. 

Q: What’s your favourite Abba song?

A: I think Dancing Queen is great, it really makes you want to dance. And Waterloo is pretty fabulous too. And you know, I have special feeling for The Winner Takes It All but now it’s all mixed up with the story and the film. So I’m trying to think of before I did all of this and I would probably say Dancing Queen. 

Q: What was the reaction of the family when you told them you were going to do Mamma Mia?

A: (laughs) The girls were saying ‘Mom, mom, you are not going to wear spandex, please tell us you’re not going to wear spandex…’ And there was a lot of talk of ‘I’m going to have to move to Alaska when this comes out..’ But really the girls are very, very excited. Actually, it’s awful because it’s like you found the perfect present for somebody in July and you have to wait until Christmas to give it to them. But you have to wait. I feel like I have this present to give the kids. I really want them to see it! Yeah, I do. I think they will love it.

Q: When you all got together for that first read through, was there a sense of a company coming together, almost like you were preparing for a stage play?

A: Yes, I sat down and I had Julie here and Christine here, either side of me so I had my girlfriends. Christine and I had done some benefits together. I had never met Julie but my very good friend Tracy Ullman had worked with her and had talked her about constantly and said ‘oh my God, you are going to love her! Love her!’ So I was primed to know that we would get on. And I obviously had followed her career all along, from Educating Rita, I mean I loved her work. But there are some times you don’t cross paths with everybody.

Q: The centrepiece of the film is when you have to sing The Winner Takes It All. It looks extraordinary, with the amazing backdrop on the island, but I would imagine that it had to be carefully choreographed… 

A: It’s hard to do the second time (mimes being out of breath), but you know, in some ways it was the easiest scene to do because it is so emotionally honest. The song works and it’s stand-alone. And Pierce was so great. I just said to Judy (Craymer) ‘thank you, thank you’ because that song in the show is so big and iconic and it felt to me like a big responsibility, yet when we came to shoot it, it was (like doing) dialogue.  You get to this point and all the history is backed up behind them and you just want them to connect and she rolls out with everything she has ever wanted to say. I’ve been in that situation before, where he doesn’t speak and you just let him have it! (laughs) And that’s the truth of it. I never felt alone. I never felt the thing that I was afraid of, approaching it from the outside thinking, ‘boy I have this big number in the third act.’  You just get to this moment and then you say what you want to say. 

Q: Did being in Greece provide its own energy after working in the studio?

A: Yes. It lifted when we went to Greece because most of it was in the studio. And we just couldn’t believe that there was a place as beautiful as this imaginary world they made in the studio but Skiathos is extraordinary. I don’t want to over sell it and wreck it but oh my God what a place.

Q: Without wishing to give too much away, there’s a fantastic scene where you are all dressed up, Abba style, with the spandex and platform boots. What was that like?

A:  Oh God, it was terrifying! I thought ‘yes, this is what my daughters feared more than anything else! I’m giving it to them here.’ But it was so much fun dressing up like that. And that was our last day and it was sad and I was completely overwhelmed because it felt like ‘there it is, it’s over, we take the costumes off and go home.’ 

Q: But that’s the life of an actor. You gather for a few weeks or months and then you’re off on to the next thing. You must be used to it?

A: Yeah, but you don’t always have as much fun and you don’t always have that feeling of ‘oh, it’s a shame it’s over.’ It was great. It was hard. It was a long day dancing wearing these platforms that were so high, so I got back home to the US a couple of days later and the whole pad of the bottom of my foot was a blister. I couldn’t actually put my foot down to walk because I’d been dancing in these boots the whole day and it was an 8-hour shoot. So everybody was exhausted. Maybe the tougher people didn’t have that problem, Christine was probably fine! (laughs)

ends

