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eryl Streep first saw Margaret Thatcher in the
flesh a decade ago. The two-time Oscar-winner
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pushing her pictures in a carcer characterised by determi-
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movement of the lower lip after speaking, the smile that

can suddenly frost over, the mixture of very genuine

mwmmbmmdmdmmn
senior colleagues”. The only thing, in his view, she doesnt

et right is the walk — not enough of a scurtle. Ampog

Smeep already has every accolade an actress could mmmmmmmmnmmu

4



first, the canarics in the mines, while these schools in the
United States were deciding whether 10 go co-ed or not. It
was a really interesting time. The world was changing. You
could feel the old order breaking down. There were many
people who really didn't want it to change, really didn'
want us there. You could feel it. White-hot rage that didn’t
speak — just emanated. I'm sure she experienced that I'm
sure she experienced (" Class was another element of the
fight, Streep says: “It’s hard to quantify which prejudice
kept her out of the inner circle more, But for her to achieve
that at that time was incredible. Incredible. And to stay
there. And stay there. To be the longest-serving prime
minister of the 20th century. Amazing.”

Staying power is not something Streep lacks, of course
— 5o much so that she is perhaps at times taken for
granted. There has been a certain relentdessness to her
brilliance, which it is casy to resent. And for years, whether
they were arvived at through her taste or were what was on
offer, the thought of watching her films felt a little like

doing homework. You just assumed they would be about
something challenging and difficul: the Holocaust
(Sophie’s Choice), the trauma of losing a child (A Cry in
the Dark) or terminal disease (One True Thing).

She has wied to mix it up before — perhaps most
egregiously in 1992's surgery “comedy”, Death Becomes
Her — but it is the past decade that has scen Streep really
succeed in confounding expectations. She was hilarious
in the postmodern screenwriting comedy Adaptation, both
playful and sexy as a writer bewildered by her infatuation
with an orchid thief. Then the Abba musical Mamma Mia!
proved the biggest surprise — and commercial success —
of her carcer, waltzing away with $610m (£389m) at the
worldwide box office. It showed a broad audience an
unimagined lighter side to Streep, which was explolted
again in the charming divorce romeom It's Complicated.
She has shown what many have long suspected: that there
is a cinema audience out there beyond 16-year-old boys
who want to see things blow up. “It’s the financiers,” she
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Winning Streep: ‘I just
have to immersa myself in
the messy way Ido it It's
a sort of focused chaos'

says. “Narrowing, narrowing who they aim at. It just has to
be a [video) game. 'If it can morph into a game, we can
really make our money!” That's where it has devolved to.”
She sounds weary, as if they really, really should know
better, before pointing to the future. “But with the
atomisation of the business and how people assume these
things will be delivered, & diately, on d d [through
the internet and television), then they'll find out there’s an
audience lying In wait, parched, that hasn't been served
what it wants for years and years.”

The undervaluing of vhether in the audi
or on the screen, has been a long-standing complaint
against Hollywood. It has changed a bit in the past few
decades, Streep feels, with more female studio executives
being appointed. “But they're essentially playing football.
They have to lcarn how to play football. It’s not necessarily
that they're playing a woman’s game. That's what's so cool
about this project. It was generated by Phyilida [Lloyd, the
director] and Abi [Morgan, the screenwriter], edited by
Justine [Wright]. We all collaborated. It was a really
unusual thing. Oh and Cameron McCracken [managing
director of the film’s distrib Pathé]. An h y girl!
I can say that. He'll like that.” She giggles, then retums to
her point. “But this was extremely unusual. It's rare that
those volces dominate. I don't know why, but it is.”
o Streep became involved in the project early, after Pathé

had had a meeting with her Mamma Mia! director, Lloyd.
“Someone suggested Meryl, and [ went a bit blank.” Lloyd
says on the phone. "It was like a clash of the titans in my
head. I felt taking on a piece about Margaret Thatcher was
gomthmgmwmyhcadmundmwndmwhcm
bringing in an outsider to play her was the right thing to
do. Then | realised that you need a superstar to play
Thatcher. And, as we began to shoot, the thing that struck
me, why, if it works, it really works, is that Meryl is an
outsider, just as Thatcher was. And Thatcher had to work
hard to overcome. To the cabinet she inherited from Ted
Heath, she was a nightmare from which they thought they
would soon wake up. She had to work so hard to become
leader — she had o change her voice and change her hair
and her whole presentation of herself. She had to evolve. |
think, in that way, Margarct Thatcher had to work as hard
as Meryl did 10 become thar person.”

For Streep, the transformation invalved her usual pro-
cess of intense preparation — and outright panic. “I'm all
over the place,” she says, flapping her hands. "Calling my
husband [the artist Don Gummer], saying, ‘Why did I ever
say 1 could do this? I can't do this!" And he says, "You
always say that. Always." I say, 1 do not, this is the first time."
1just have to immerse myself in the messy way Ido it I's a
sort of focused chaos, is how I'd put my process.”

Continued on page 6 »
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Greatest Tory ever told

¥ Continued from page 5

She listened repeatedly to recordings of Thatcher,
“Listening, listening, listening — rather than watching. |
don't hear anything that jsn't her” And she rcad
everything she could: the three-volume diaries of
Thatcher’s confidant Woodrow Wyan and biographics
by Hugo Young and John Campbell (two hernia<inducing
volumes). Bur then it comes down to rehearsal, to the
set, to the moment. “In the end, you Just have to throw
all the words away,” she says. “Just live and live. Walk
up the stairs and walk down the stairs. The time that |
know I have it is when I'm in 2 rchearsal and the
other actor laughs. 1 know I've surprised them with |
something. Whether it was true or not, Jim gave me |
that, Jim Broadbent.”

She is pleased at the memory, Broadbent plays
Denis Thatcher, and it is on the relationship between
the two of them that the film pivots. Baroness Thatcher
is in her London home, considering clearing out the
cupboards of her late husband’s things (he died in
2003), when he appears to her in a hallucination,
triggering a journey into her memories of youth,
ambition and the quest for power. While some people
will inevitably view (and review) the film through their
own political prism, what is remarkable is how any
political agenda disappears, making it really about the
point of view of onc woman wondcring if she made a
difference — and desperatcly missing the man she
loved. And Streep is extraordinary, slipping in and out
of memory and the moment, showing Thatcher's
sharp wit and her sadness as the vears blunt it Itis a
performance that transfixes you, in the strict, dictionary
definition (“To make or hold motionless with amaze-
ment, awe, terror”).

It was a rolc that Streep found difficult to shake off.
“With something like It's Complicated, 1 really left it at
the set,” she says. “But this 1 carried with me more,
because it was more personal.” She sits forward on the
sofa, stretches up, runs her fingers through her hair —
shaking out the dredness of the memory. “Just standing
that way for 2 long time was wearing And the banked
energy of playing someonc whose cnergy has cbbed. it
had an cffect. It did have an effect It reminded me so
much of my mother and my grendmothcr. It’'s cmotional
10 go into these places.”

It's cmotional to watch them, too, The most significant
achicvement of The Iron Lady is that it gets you past the
politics to see the person — the tension between power
and the personal, between calling and family. It's
something Streep, like many of us, is familiar with.
“Everybody has their things with their children, and
cach child is different,” she says, reflecting on her four
children (from a marriage now In its 34th year). “Even
though you have the same rules for cverybody, cvery-
body takes it a different way. Stuff happens. Things
come up. Lifc is much layered and challenging.”

This is truc even if you are the most powerful woman
in the country — or the best actress in the world. Streep
concludes: “What I loved about the way Abi constructed
this is that it starts as being about Margaret Thatcher —
but it ends up being about you" 3

The Iron Lady is released on January 6
See our Times+ screening offer. page 26

To watch a video interview with Phyllide
Lloyd, the director of The Iron Lady, visit
thesundaytimes.co.uk/cutture




