MERYL STREEP PLAYS DONNA IN MAMMA MIA!

When Meryl Streep was first offered the chance to star in the screen adaptation of the hit musical Mamma Mia! she was ‘absolutely flabbergasted’ and completely delighted.

Whilst an amazing body of work has garnered her a record 14 Oscar nominations and a justified reputation as the very best actress of her generation, no one should doubt her sense of fun. And making Mamma Mia! sounded like great fun.

“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 ‘OH MY GOD! SAY YES!’”

She delights in the memory and frequently laughs as she recalls her preparation and filming Mamma Mia! Streep had seen the Broadway version of the worldwide smash hit musical several years earlier and loved it.

She’d taken her youngest daughter, Louisa, then in the 5th grade, and a group of her friends and had the very best time. “I took six ten year olds and we were all up dancing in the aisles, we all loved it,” she recalls. “So when they said they wanted to talk to me about being in it I just thought ‘how am I going to talk them into taking me?’ I was so happy that they came to me.”

She welcomed the challenge and the prospect of singing and dancing in the musical that is built around the ever-popular songs of 1970s super group, Abba. And when she met with the creative team behind the project, she kept asking, again and again, whether they were sure that she was the right woman for the role of Donna, a single mum living on an idyllic Greek island with her grown up daughter. 

Director Phyllida Lloyd, producer Judy Craymer and writer Catherine Johnson, understandably, assured her that yes, she most certainly was. And that was the start of a rollercoaster ride that Streep describes as one of the happiest times of her remarkable career. 

“I was really flabbergasted that they wanted me. I met Judy and Phyllida and Catherine in a hotel in New York and I kept saying to them ‘are you sure you’re interested in me? I really, really want to do it but I can’t believe it.’ But I’m an old musical comedy hound. When I was I was a kid my mother used to take me to every single show.”

Indeed, Streep reels off a list of musical greats – Ethel Merman in Annie Get Your Gun, Carol Channing in Hello, Dolly! and Georgia Brown in Oliver! amongst many others – that she was thrilled to see on the Broadway stage.

“I loved it. And my mother loved it, too, so we both had a ball. And I was in musicals in High School. I was in Music Man and Oklahoma and Li’l Abner as Daisy Mae.

“And when I went to university I thought I would study music as my major but then I kind of got diverted into acting. And then I never sang again for years and years and years.”

Her preparation for playing Donna started with rushing out to buy Abba’s Greatest Hits on CD. “I’ve got lots of their albums but they’ll all on vinyl, boxed up in the garage somewhere,” she says. And then, after a session with voice coach Martin Lowe, she met Abba’s Benny Andersson who flew out to New York to put her through her paces – which was, at first, a daunting encounter.

“We met at Lincoln Centre, we went down to the bowels to the practice rooms and it was such a nerve wracking day,” she recalls. “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 ‘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.”

At first, she admits that she felt rather intimidated in Benny’s presence.  “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.”

After that Streep began to practice in earnest, mostly at home – enduring good-natured ribbing from her family. In fact, the exact location she chose to rehearse in might be a little surprising to most people – a small closet.

“Benny went back and did the backing tracks on a synthesiser and put those on a CD and sent it to me and then I just practiced singing along to that in my closet because the bedroom was too loud for everybody in the family,” she laughs.

“I probably should have gotten a rehearsal room. Martin came in a couple of times from England and we would get a rehearsal room and that made me crazy because you know, with these rehearsal rooms in New York you go to these buildings that are just filled with every single show in town and everybody hears everybody singing and I thought ‘Oh I don’t want to do that…’”

Streep was especially delighted to be working alongside a stellar cast in Mamma Mia! featuring Pierce Brosnan, Colin Firth, Stellan Skarsgaard, Julie Walters and Christine Baranski, amongst others. The entire cast gathered together for the first time at a read through at Pinewood Studios, London – a special moment, says Streep. 

“Oh that was fabulous, that was really good but it was so nerve wracking. Oh my God! Plus I was such a fan of all of them,” she says. “I had known them from all sorts of things – like Stellan from Breaking the Waves. And he’s so funny, so deeply funny and he’s very smart, very witty.

“And I’m a huge Colin Firth fan and you know, I’ve been in love with Pierce forever so I was just like bowled over. And they had all these people observing the read through and it was really scary because there were so many people in the room.

“We had recorded our songs a few weeks before and they played that but we still sang along with it so everyone could hear each other sing for the first time, and so that was scary. 

“But still, it was at Pinewood, that great big garden room with flowers outside and the birds and it was just sort of fated to be wonderful.”

Mamma Mia! is the joyous, poignant story of a young woman, Sophie (Amanda Seyfried), who discovers her mother’s old diary just before she is about to marry the man she loves, Sky (Dominic Cooper) on the idyllic Greek island where she lives with her mother, Donna  (Streep). 

Sophie has always wanted to know the identity of her father and from the diary discovers that there are three of her mother’s former lovers who could be her Dad – Sam (Brosnan), Harry (Colin Firth) and Bill (Skarsgaard) and so, without telling her mother, she decides to invite all three to the ceremony with hilarious and often riotous results. For the three men, it’s a reunion with a beautiful woman who they loved, and lost, many years before. For Donna, it’s a headlong collision with her past and her wild youth.

For Streep, the musical is simply an uplifting, life-affirming experience and she fell in love with it back when she first saw it, some five or six years ago, on Broadway.

“As a performer it’s sort of outside my purview to do this but I knew I wanted to do it because it gave me something,” she says. “That show gave me something and I knew it was rare, it’s rare that we can be leavened you know, picked up and delivered to a place like this. 

“We are all pretty cynical and pretty jaded now but that show is uplifting and it’s great to be reminded that we are so damn lucky just to be alive and also reminded of what’s so wonderful about being alive.”

Mamma Mia! was filmed at Pinewood Studios and on the beautiful Greek islands of Skiathos and Skopelos.

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.

