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“Can I just say? There is no such thing as the best actress. There is no such thing as the greatest living actress. I am in a position where I have secret information, you know, that I know this to be true.”


—MERYL STREEP, 2009
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NOT ALL MOVIE STARS are created equal. If you were to trap all of Hollywood in amber and study it, like an ancient ecosystem buried beneath layers of sediment and rock, you’d discover a latticework of unspoken hierarchies, thwarted ambitions, and compromises dressed up as career moves. The best time and place to conduct such an archeological survey would undoubtedly be in late winter at 6801 Hollywood Boulevard, where they hand out the Academy Awards.


By now, of course, the Oscars are populated as much by movie stars as by hangers-on: publicists, stylists, red-carpet correspondents, stylists and publicists of red-carpet correspondents. The nominee is like a ship’s hull supporting a small community of barnacles. Cutting through hordes of photographers and flacks and assistants trying to stay out of the frame, she has endured months of luncheons and screenings and speculation. Now, a trusted handler will lead her through the thicket, into the hall where her fate lies in an envelope.


The 84th Academy Awards are no different. It’s February 26, 2012, and the scene outside the Kodak Theatre is a pandemonium of a zillion micromanaged parts. Screaming spectators in bleachers wait on one side of a triumphal arch through which the contenders arrive in choreographed succession. Gelled television personalities await with questions: Are they nervous? Is it their first time here? And whom, in the unsettling parlance, are they wearing? There are established movie stars (Gwyneth Paltrow, in a white Tom Ford cape), newly minted starlets (Emma Stone, in a red Giambattista Valli neck bow bigger than her head). If you care to notice, there are men: Brad Pitt, Tom Hanks, George Clooney. For some reason, there’s a nun.


Most of the attention, though, belongs to the women, and the ones nominated for Best Actress bear special scrutiny. There’s Michelle Williams, pixie-like in a sleek red Louis Vuitton dress. Rooney Mara, a punk princess in her white Givenchy gown and forbidding black bangs. Viola Davis, in a lustrous green Vera Wang. And Glenn Close, nominated for Albert Nobbs, looking slyly androgynous in a Zac Posen gown and matching tuxedo jacket.


But it’s the fifth nominee who will give them all a run for their money, and when she arrives, like a monarch come to greet her subjects, her appearance projects victory.


Meryl Streep is in gold.


Specifically, she is wearing a Lanvin gold lamé gown, draped around her frame like a Greek goddess’s toga. The accessories are just as sharp: dangling gold earrings, a mother-of-pearl minaudière, and Salvatore Ferragamo gold lizard sandals. As more than a few observers point out, she looks not unlike an Oscar herself. One fashion blog asks: “Do you agree that this is the best she has ever looked?” The implication: not bad for a sixty-three-year-old.


Most of all, the gold number says one thing: It’s my year. But is it?


Consider the odds. Yes, she has won two Oscars already, but the last time was in 1983. And while she has been nominated a record-breaking seventeen times, she has also lost a record-breaking fourteen times, putting her firmly in Susan Lucci territory. Meryl Streep is accustomed to losing Oscars.


And consider the movie. No one thinks that The Iron Lady, in which she played a braying Margaret Thatcher, is cinematic genius. While her performance has the trappings of Oscar bait—historical figure, age prosthetics, accent work—they’re the same qualities that have pigeonholed her for decades. In his New York Times review, A. O. Scott put it this way: “Stiff legged and slow moving, behind a discreetly applied ton of geriatric makeup, Ms. Streep provides, once again, a technically flawless impersonation that also seems to reveal the inner essence of a well-known person.” All nice words, but strung together they carry a whiff of fatigue.


As she drags her husband, Don Gummer, down the red carpet, an entertainment reporter sticks a microphone in her face.


“Do you ever get nervous on carpets like this, even though you’re such a pro?”


“Yes, you should feel my heart—but you’re not allowed to,” she answers dryly.


“Do you have any good-luck charms on you?” the reporter persists.


“Yes,” she says, a little impatiently. “I have shoes that Ferragamo made—because he made all of Margaret Thatcher’s shoes.”


Turning to the bleachers, she gives a little shimmy, and the crowd roars with delight. With that, she takes her husband’s hand and heads inside.


They wouldn’t be the Academy Awards if they weren’t endless. Before she can find out if she’s this year’s Best Actress, a number of formalities will have to be endured. Billy Crystal will do his shtick. (“Nothing can take the sting out of the world’s economic problems like watching millionaires present each other with golden statues.”) Christopher Plummer, at eighty-two, will become the oldest person to be named Best Supporting Actor. (“When I emerged from my mother’s womb I was already rehearsing my Academy speech.”) Cirque du Soleil will perform an acrobatic tribute to the magic of cinema.


Finally, Colin Firth comes out to present the award for Best Actress. As he recites the names of the nominees, she takes deep, fortifying breaths, her gold earrings trembling above her shoulders. A short clip plays of Thatcher scolding an American dignitary (“Shall I be mother? Tea, Al?”), then Firth opens the envelope and grins.


“And the Oscar goes to Meryl Streep.” 




*





THE MERYL STREEP acceptance speech is an art form unto itself: at once spontaneous and scripted, humble and haughty, grateful and blasé. Of course, the fact that there are so many of them is part of the joke. Who but Meryl Streep has won so many prizes that self-deprecating nonchalance has itself become a running gag? By now, it seems as if the title Greatest Living Actress has affixed itself to her about as long as Elizabeth II has been the queen of England. Superlatives stick to her like thumbtacks: she is a god among actors, able to disappear into any character, master any genre, and, Lord knows, nail any accent. Far from fading into the usual post-fifty obsolescence, she has defied Hollywood calculus and reached a career high. No other actress born before 1960 can even get a part unless Meryl passes on it first.


From her breakout roles in the late seventies, she was celebrated for the infinitely shaded brushstrokes of her characterizations. In the eighties, she was the globe-hopping heroine of dramatic epics like Sophie’s Choice and Out of Africa. The nineties, she insists, were a lull. (She was Oscar-nominated four times.) The year she turned forty, she is keen to point out, she was offered the chance to play three different witches. In 2002, she starred in Spike Jonze’s uncategorizable Adaptation. The movie seemed to liberate her from whatever momentary rut she had been in. Suddenly, she could do what she felt like and make it seem like a lark. When she won the Golden Globe the next year, she seemed almost puzzled. “Oh, I didn’t have anything prepared,” she said, running her fingers through sweat-covered bangs, “because it’s been since, like, the Pleistocene era that I won anything.”


By 2004, when she won an Emmy for Mike Nichols’s television adaptation of Angels in America, her humility had melted into arch overconfidence (“There are some days when I myself think I’m overrated … but not today”). The hits—and the winking acceptance speeches—kept coming: a Golden Globe for The Devil Wears Prada (“I think I’ve worked with everybody in the room”), a SAG Award for Doubt (“I didn’t even buy a dress!”). She soon mastered the art of jousting with her own hype, undermining her perceived superiority while putting it on luxurious display.


So when Colin Firth calls her name at the Kodak Theatre, it’s a homecoming three decades in the making, a sign that the career rehabilitation that began with Adaptation has reached its zenith. When she hears the winner, she puts her hand to her mouth and shakes her head in disbelief. With the audience on its feet, she kisses Don twice, takes hold of her third Oscar, and resumes the time-honored tradition of cutting herself down to size.


“Oh, my God. Oh, come on,” she begins, quieting the crowd. She laughs to herself. “When they called my name, I had this feeling I could hear half of America going, ‘Ohhh, no. Oh, come on—why? Her. Again.’ You know?”


For a moment, she actually seems hurt by the idea that half of America is disappointed. Then she smirks.


“But … whatever.”


Having broken the tension with an impeccable fake-out, she proceeds to the business of gratitude.


“First, I’m going to thank Don,” she says warmly. “Because when you thank your husband at the end of the speech, they play him out with the music, and I want him to know that everything I value most in our lives, you’ve given me.” The camera cuts to Don, patting his heart.


“And now, secondly, my other partner. Thirty-seven years ago, my first play in New York City, I met the great hair stylist and makeup artist Roy Helland, and we worked together pretty continuously since the day we clapped eyes on each other. His first film with me was Sophie’s Choice, and all the way up to tonight”—her voice cracks briefly—“ when he won for his beautiful work in The Iron Lady, thirty years later.” With Thatcheresque certitude, she underlines each word with a karate chop: “Every. Single. Movie. In. Between.”


She shifts her tone again and continues, “I just want to thank Roy, but also I want to thank—because I really understand I’ll never be up here again.” (With that, she gives an almost imperceptible side-glance that says, Well, we’ll see …) “I really want to thank all my colleagues, all my friends. I look out here and I see my life before my eyes: my old friends, my new friends.”


Her voice softening, she goes for the big finish: “Really, this is such a great honor, but the thing that counts the most with me is the friendships and the love and the sheer joy we have shared making movies together. My friends, thank you, all of you, departed and here, for this, you know, inexplicably wonderful career.”


On “departed,” she looks skyward and raises a palm to the heavens—or, at least, to the lighting rig of the Kodak Theatre, where show-business ghosts lurk. Any number of ghosts could have been on her mind. Her mother, Mary Wolf, who died in 2001. Her father, Harry, who died two years later. Her directors: Karel Reisz, who cast her in The French Lieutenant’s Woman; Alan J. Pakula, who made her the star of Sophie’s Choice. Surely, she thought of Joseph Papp, the legendary theater producer, who plucked her from obscurity months after she finished drama school.


But at this moment, seeing her career come to yet another climax, it’s hard to imagine that she didn’t think back to its beginnings, and its beginnings were all wrapped up in John Cazale.


It’s been thirty-four years since she saw him. Thirty-six years since they met, playing Angelo and Isabella in a Shakespeare in the Park production of Measure for Measure. Night after night in the sticky summer air, she would beg him to show mercy for her condemned brother: “Spare him, spare him! He’s not prepared for death.”


John Cazale was one of the great character actors of his generation, and one of the most chronically overlooked. Forever Fredo of the Godfather movies, he was her first deep love, and her first devastating loss. Had he lived past forty-two, his name might have become as familiar as De Niro or Pacino. But there was so much he hadn’t been around to see. He hadn’t seen Meryl win two Academy Awards by the time she was thirty-three. He hadn’t seen her age into regal self-possession. He hadn’t seen her play Joanna or Sophie or Karen or Lindy or Francesca or Miranda or Julia or Maggie.


John Cazale hadn’t lived to see her onstage now, thanking her friends, all of them, for this “inexplicably wonderful career.” After one last “thank you,” she waves farewell and heads toward the wings, having burnished her reputation once again. Meryl Streep, the Iron Lady of acting: indomitable, unsinkable, inevitable.




*





BUT IT WASN’T always so.


Forty-two years earlier, Meryl Streep was a pellucid Vassar student just discovering the lure of the stage. Her extraordinary talent was evident to all who knew her, but she didn’t see much future in it. Although she possessed an idiosyncratic beauty, she never saw herself as an ingénue. Her insecurity worked in her favor: instead of shoehorning herself into traditionally feminine roles, she could make herself foreign, wacky, or plain, disappearing into lives far beyond her suburban New Jersey upbringing. Neither a classic beauty in the mold of Elizabeth Taylor nor a girl-next-door type like Debbie Reynolds, she was everything and nothing—a chameleon. One thing she knew she was not: a movie star.


What happened next was a series of breaks that every actress on earth dreams of, though few have the raw talent to seize them. By the end of the seventies, she had become the star student at the Yale School of Drama; headlined on Broadway and in Shakespeare in the Park; found and lost the love of her life, John Cazale; found the second love of her life, Don Gummer, and married him; and starred in Kramer vs. Kramer, for which she would win her first Academy Award—all within ten dizzying years.


How did she get there? Where did she learn to do what she does? Can it even be learned? The questions don’t exist in a bubble: the same decade that made Meryl Streep a star represented a heady, game-changing era in American film acting. But its biggest names were men: Al Pacino, Robert De Niro, Dustin Hoffman. Against her instincts, she joined the cast of The Deer Hunter to be with the ailing Cazale and broke into the Godfather clique. But it was the nuance and dramatic wit of her performances that earned her a place there. She excelled at the in-between states: ambivalence, denial, regret. Makeup and accents made her unrecognizable, and yet each performance had an inner discontent, a refusal to inhabit any one emotion without coloring it with the opposite emotion. Her interior life was dialectical.


“It’s like church for me,” she once said, before stumbling on the question of where she goes when she is acting. “It’s like approaching the altar. I feel like the more you talk about whatever it is, something will go away. I mean, there’s a lot of superstition in it. But I do know that I feel freer, less in control, more susceptible.” Her immense craft was not without its detractors. In 1982, Pauline Kael, The New Yorker’s maverick film critic, wrote of her performance in Sophie’s Choice, “She has, as usual, put thought and effort into her work. But something about her puzzles me: after I’ve seen her in a movie, I can’t visualize her from the neck down.”


The phrase stuck, as did the idea that Meryl Streep is “technical.” But, as she is quick to explain, she works more from intuition than from any codified technique. While she is part of a generation raised on Method acting, rooted in the idea that an actor can project personal emotions and experiences onto a character, she has always been skeptical of its self-punishing demands. She is, among other things, a collage artist, her mind like an algorithm that can call up accents, gestures, inflections, and reassemble them into a character. Sometimes, she doesn’t know from what or whom she has borrowed until she sees it up on the screen.


Coming of age during the ascendance of second-wave feminism, her discovery of acting was inextricable from the business of becoming a woman. During her cheerleading days at Bernards High School, she modeled herself on the girls she saw in women’s magazines. Her world opened up in 1967 at Vassar College, which was then all-female. By the time she graduated, it had opened its dorms to men, and she had intuited her way through her first major acting role, in August Strindberg’s Miss Julie. A decade later, she starred in Kramer vs. Kramer, as a young mother who has the audacity to abandon her husband and child, only to reappear and demand custody. The film was, on one level, a reactionary slant against women’s lib. But Streep insisted on making Joanna Kramer not a dragon lady but a complex woman with legitimate longings and doubts, and she nearly hijacked the movie in the process.


“Women,” she has said, “are better at acting than men. Why? Because we have to be. If successfully convincing someone bigger than you are of something he doesn’t want to know is a survival skill, this is how women have survived through the millennia. Pretending is not just play. Pretending is imagined possibility. Pretending or acting is a very valuable life skill, and we all do it all the time. We don’t want to be caught doing it, but nevertheless it’s part of the adaptation of our species. We change who we are to fit the exigencies of our time.”


The years that changed Meryl Streep from winsome cheerleader to the unstoppable star of The French Lieutenant’s Woman and Sophie’s Choice had their own exigencies, ones that also transformed America, women, and the movies. The story of her rise is also the story of the men who tried to mold her, or love her, or place her on a pedestal. Most of them failed. To become a star—never high on her list of priorities—she would do so on her own terms, letting nothing other than her talent and her otherworldly self-assurance clear her path. As she wrote to an ex-boyfriend her freshman year of college, “I have come to the brink of something very frightening and very wonderful.” 




Notes


In researching the early life and career of Meryl Streep, I was helped tremendously not only by the eighty-odd people who were kind enough to give me interviews but by the work of the journalists who had the privilege of interviewing her as an up-and-comer. Especially useful were Mel Gussow’s notes and transcripts for his February 4, 1979, New York Times Magazine profile “The Rising Star of Meryl Streep,” which are available in the Mel Gussow Collection at the Harry Ransom Center, the University of Texas at Austin, Series II, Container 144, abbreviated in the notes below as “MG.”


   I spent many happy afternoons at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, which is not only an exalting place to work but a trove of theater and film ephemera. Anyone wishing to see Meryl Streep in 27 Wagons Full of Cotton, A Memory of Two Mondays, or The Taming of the Shrew need only call up the Theatre on Film and Tape Archive and make an appointment. (Do it!) Particularly helpful were the New York Shakespeare Festival records in the Billy Rose Theatre Division, indicated below by “NYSF,” followed by a box number. Materials found at the Robert B. Haas Family Arts Library at Yale University are abbreviated “HAAS.”




 





1 “Do you agree”: Catherine Kallon, “Meryl Streep in Lanvin—2012 Oscars,” www.redcarpet-fashionawards.com, Feb. 27, 2012.


2 “Stiff legged and slow moving”: A. O. Scott, “Polarizing Leader Fades into the Twilight,” New York Times, Dec. 30, 2011.


3 “Do you ever get nervous”: Full dialogue from Hollyscoop at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p72eu8tKlbM.


4 “Oh, I didn’t have anything prepared”: 60th Golden Globe Awards, Jan. 19, 2003.


5 “There are some days”: 56th Primetime Emmy Awards, Sept. 19, 2004.


6 “I think I’ve worked with everybody”: 64th Golden Globe Awards, Jan. 15, 2007.


7 “I didn’t even buy a dress!”: 15th Screen Actors Guild Awards, Jan. 25, 2009.


8 “Oh, my God. Oh, come on”: Onstage remarks from the 84th Academy Awards, Feb. 26, 2012.


9 “Spare him, spare him!”: William Shakespeare, Measure for Measure, Act II, Scene ii.


10 “It’s like church for me”: “Meryl Streep: Inside the Actors Studio,” Bravo TV, Nov. 22, 1998.


11 “She has, as usual, put thought and effort”: Pauline Kael, “The Current Cinema: Tootsie, Gandhi, and Sophie,” The New Yorker, Dec. 27, 1982.


12 “Women … are better at acting”: Commencement address delivered by Meryl Streep at Barnard College, May 17, 2010.


13 “I have come to the brink”: From the private collection of Michael Booth.
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ON THE FIRST Saturday of November, the student body of Bernards High School gathered for a sacred rite. Homecoming: the ratification of a hard-fought teenage hierarchy. On a crisp green football field tucked behind a Methodist Church, the notoriously hopeless Bernards Mountaineers faced off against their rivals from Dunellen, a New Jersey borough not unlike their own. At halftime, the players cleared the field. Then it was time to crown the homecoming queen of 1966.


Everyone in school knew this year’s winner, a blond, blue-eyed senior from 21 Old Fort Road. She was one of those girls who seemed to have it all together: smart, good-looking, with a boyfriend on the football team. They had seen her on the cheerleading squad. And in the choir. And in the school plays—she always got the lead. As the bow-tied student-council president escorted her onto the field, the eyes of Bernardsville fell on her limpid, peculiar face.


She was beautiful. Everyone knew it except her. Alabaster skin. High cheekbones that seemed chiseled like statuary. Hooded eyes, set slightly close. Hair the color of cornsilk. A nose so long and forked it was practically an event.


She wasn’t nearly pretty enough to be a movie star, she thought. Movie stars were girlish or voluptuous or demure. They were Audrey Hepburn or Ann-Margret or Jane Fonda. Movie stars were pretty. And no matter how many boys had fallen over one another for her affections, she wasn’t pretty, she told herself. Not with that nose.


Pauline Kael would put it this way: “Streep has the clear-eyed blond handsomeness of a Valkyrie—the slight extra length of her nose gives her face a distinction that takes her out of the pretty class into real beauty.” No matter that Kael would become her most vocal critic. She was right: Meryl Streep wasn’t pretty. She was something else. Something more interesting, or at least harder to categorize. When she arched an eyebrow or twisted a lip, she could be anyone: an aristocrat, a beggar, a lover, a clown. She could be Nordic or English or Slavic. For now, what she wanted to be was all-American.


Last year’s homecoming queen, June Reeves, had returned from junior college to fulfill her final duty: placing a twinkling diadem on her successor’s head. The newly crowned queen boarded a float bedecked with flowers, flanked by her homecoming court: Joann Bocchino, Ann Buonopane, Ann Miller, and Peggy Finn, all with flipped hair and corsages. As the float traversed the field, she waved to the crowd and smiled, flashing a white glove. She had worked hard to become the queen, primping and peroxiding and transforming herself into the person she was determined to be.


None of her subjects knew how miscast she felt. What they saw was a role she was playing, down to the last golden hair on her head. Even her giggle was a construction: she had practiced it, making it light and lithesome, the way the boys like. She wouldn’t have called it acting, but that’s what it was. With unwavering diligence, she had spent her high school years immersed in a role. Still, as good as she was at playing it, there would always be cracks in the façade. She didn’t look like the women she saw in the magazines, not really. She had fooled these people, or most of them. The girls saw right through her.


Waving to the crowd, she stayed in character. It felt nice to be worshiped, but perhaps a little lonely. Up on that float, she was on her own plane, a few inches closer to the November sky than any of her supposed peers. If only June or Peggy or her best friend, Sue, could join her—but there was only one queen, and her job was to be the best. Perhaps for the first time, and certainly not for the last, Meryl Streep was learning that perfection could be a prison.


She was seventeen years old.




*





SHE WOULD SOON discover that transformation, not beauty, was her calling card. It had been with her from the beginning. Call it “the zone.” Call it “church.” It was a place she visited before she knew how to describe it, though she never really figured out how.


“I was six, placing my mother’s half-slip over my head in preparation to play the Virgin Mary in our living room. As I swaddled my Betsy Wetsy doll, I felt quieted, holy, actually, and my transfigured face and very changed demeanor captured on Super-8 by my dad pulled my little brothers—Harry, four, playing Joseph, and Dana, two, a barnyard animal—into the trance. They were actually pulled into this little nativity scene by the intensity of my focus, in a way that my usual technique for getting them to do what I want, yelling at them, never ever would have achieved.”


That was six. This was nine:


“I remember taking my mother’s eyebrow pencil and carefully drawing lines all over my face, replicating the wrinkles that I had memorized on the face of my grandmother, whom I adored. I made my mother take my picture, and I look at it now, of course, I look like myself now and my grandmother then. But I do really remember, in my bones, how it was possible on that day to feel her age. I stooped, I felt weighted down, but cheerful, you know. I felt like her.”


The Virgin Mary was a natural first role: Meryl came from a long line of women named Mary. Her mother was Mary Wolf Wilkinson, whose mother was Mary Agnes, shortened to Mamie. When Mary Wolf’s first daughter was born, in Summit, New Jersey, on June 22, 1949, she named the baby Mary Louise. But three Marys in one family was a lot, and before Mary Louise had learned to speak her name, her mother had taken to calling her Meryl. 


She knew little of her ancestors growing up. Her mother’s side was Quaker stock, stretching back to the Revolutionary War. There were stories of someone getting hanged in Philadelphia for horse thievery. One grandmother busted up bars during the Temperance movement. Her grandfather Harry Rockafellow Wilkinson, known as “Harry Pop” to his grandchildren, was a joker and a gesticulator. When Meryl was little, her maternal grandparents still said “thee” and “thou.”


Mary Wolf had a wide, warm face and a bright humor inherited from her father; years later, playing Julia Child, Meryl would draw on her mother’s immense “joie de vivre.” She was born in 1915, in Brooklyn. During World War II, she worked as an art director at Bell Labs, and later studied at the Art Students League in New York. Like most of her peers, Mary gave up her wartime work to be a full-time wife and mother: the kind of woman Betty Friedan wanted to galvanize with the 1963 publication of The Feminine Mystique. But Mary didn’t suffer from the malaise Friedan observed in so many housewives, perhaps because she never abandoned her artistic pursuits. While she raised the kids, she worked in a studio on the back porch as a commercial artist, drawing illustrations for local publications and businesses. Had she been part of her daughter’s generation, she might have gone out and had a career. As it was, she kept her finger in the pie, and the extra income didn’t hurt.


Meryl’s paternal side had none of the same ebullience. “Streep” was a German name, though for many years she thought it was Dutch. Her father, Harry Streep, Jr., was an only child. (Harrys and Henrys were as plentiful in her family as Marys.) Nicknamed “Buddy,” he was born in Newark in 1910 and went to Brown on a scholarship. After a year, the Depression hit and he was forced to leave. For three decades, he worked in the personnel department of Merck & Co. The job was mostly hiring and firing. Meryl noticed some melancholy in her father, possibly inherited from his mother, Helena, who had been institutionalized for clinical depression. Helena’s husband, Harry William Streep, was a traveling salesman who left her alone with their son much of the time. As an older man, Meryl’s father would watch his grandson, Henry Wolfe Gummer, in a high school production of Death of a Salesman and weep, saying, “That was my dad.”


When Meryl visited her paternal grandparents’ apartment, she could sense a pervading sadness. The shades were drawn so as to let in only a sliver of light—nothing like the warm Wilkinson house. Her grandmother reused absolutely everything. She would save pieces of tinfoil and wrap them into a ball, which she kept under the sink as it grew larger and larger, to Meryl’s fascination.


In the postwar glow, a bright, suburban American dream was within reach for families like the Streeps. They moved around central New Jersey as the family got bigger, first to Basking Ridge and then to Bernardsville. After Meryl, there was Harry Streep III, nicknamed “Third.” Then there was another boy, Dana, a skinny jokester with freckles. Meryl’s parents would bring her to her brothers’ Little League games, but she was just as rambunctious and athletic as they were, maybe more so.


In Bernardsville, they lived on a tree-lined street on top of a small hill, just a short walk from the public high school. The town sat on New Jersey’s “wealth belt,” about forty-five miles west of New York City. In 1872, a new railroad line had transformed it from a tranquil collection of cottages to a bedroom community for affluent New Yorkers, who built summer homes far away from the city din. The tonier among them erected mansions on Bernardsville Mountain. The “mountain people,” as some below called them, sent their children to boarding schools and trotted around on horses. In later years, they included Aristotle and Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, who kept a ten-acre Bernardsville estate.


The railroad bisected the rest of the town: middle-class Protestants on one side; on the other, working-class Italians, many of whom made their living constructing the mountain people’s homes. There were few local industries, save for Meadowbrook Inventions, which made glitter. Aside from its equestrian upper crust, the town was like its many cousins along the Erie Lackawanna line: a place where everyone knew everyone, where bankers and insurance men took the train into the city every morning, leaving their wives and children in their leafy domestic idyll.


As members of Bernardsville’s earthbound middle class, the Streeps were nothing like the mountain people. They didn’t own horses or send their children to private academies. Unlike the Colonial-style houses popular in town, theirs was modern, with a Japanese screen in the family room and a piano where Mr. Streep would play in the evenings. Outside was a grassy yard where the Streep kids could while away summer afternoons.


Harry had high expectations for his children, whom he wanted on the straight and narrow—and in Bernardsville, the straight and narrow was pretty straight and pretty narrow. Mary had a lighter touch, and an irreverent wit. Aside from their birthdays, the siblings would get “special days,” when they could do whatever they wanted. For a while, Meryl chose the zoo or the circus, but soon her special days were all about Broadway shows: Oliver!, Kismet, Ethel Merman in Annie Get Your Gun. Meryl adored musicals, which, as far as she knew, were the only kind of theater there was. At a matinee of Man of La Mancha, she sat in the front row “shooting out sparks,” as her mother would recall.


She was bossy with her little brothers, coercing them into imaginative games, whether they liked it or not. They were, after all, her only scene partners. Third acquiesced, later describing her as “pretty ghastly when she was young.” But the other kids in the neighborhood weren’t so easy to manipulate. “I didn’t have what you’d call a happy childhood,” she said in 1979. “For one thing, I thought no one liked me … Actually, I’d say I had pretty good evidence. The kids would chase me up into a tree and hit my legs with sticks until they bled. Besides that, I was ugly.”


She wasn’t hideous, but she certainly wasn’t girlish. When she watched Annette Funicello developing curves on The Mickey Mouse Club, she saw a gamine cuteness that eluded her completely. With her cat-eye glasses and brown, neck-length perm, Meryl looked like a middle-aged secretary. Some of the kids at school thought she was a teacher.


When she was twelve, she got up at a school Christmas concert and sang a solo rendition of “O Holy Night” in French. The audience leaped to its feet, perhaps stunned to hear the neighborhood terror produce such a pure, high sound. It was the first time she felt the intoxication of applause. Among the surprised were her parents. Where had Meryl been hiding her coloratura?


Someone told them to enroll her in singing lessons, so they did. Every Saturday morning, she would take the train into New York City to see Estelle Liebling. Miss Liebling, as her students addressed her, was a link to a vanished world. Her father had studied with Franz Liszt, and she was the last surviving pupil of the great Parisian voice teacher Mathilde Marchesi. Miss Liebling had sung Musetta at the Metropolitan Opera and toured two continents with John Philip Sousa. Now she was in her eighties, a chic matron in heels and crimson lipstick, imposing despite her petite frame. She knew everyone in the opera world, and she seemed to mint star sopranos as fast as the Met could take them.


With such a lofty teacher, there was nothing stopping the adolescent Meryl from becoming a world-famous soprano. Not that she was crazy about opera—she preferred the Beatles and Bob Dylan. But that voice was too good to waste. Weekend after weekend, she went to Miss Liebling’s studio near Carnegie Hall, standing beside the piano as the octogenarian teacher ran her up and down scales and arpeggios. She taught Meryl about breathing. She taught her that breathing is three-dimensional, reminding her, “There’s room in the back!”


As she waited outside Miss Liebling’s studio for her 11:30 a. m. appointment, a glorious sound would echo from inside. It was the 10:30 student, Beverly Sills. A bubbly redhead in her early thirties, Sills had been coming to Estelle since she was seven years old. Meryl thought Beverly was good, but so was she. And nobody had ever heard of Beverly either. 


Of course, that wasn’t quite true: Sills had been singing with the New York City Opera since 1955, and was only a few short years from her breakout role, Cleopatra in Handel’s Giulio Cesare. “Miss Liebling was very strict and formal with me,” Sills wrote in her autobiography. “When she was at the piano, she never let me read music over her shoulder, and she got very annoyed the few times I showed up unprepared. One of Miss Liebling’s favorite admonitions to me was ‘Text! Text! Text!’ which she said whenever she felt I was merely singing notes and not paying attention to the meaning of the lyrics. Miss Liebling wanted me to sing the way Olivier acts, to deliver what I was singing in such a way that my audience would respond emotionally.”


Miss Liebling had another mantra: “Cover! Cover! Cover!” She was speaking of the passaggio, that tricky vocal stretch between the lower and upper register. For some singers, it was a minefield. Cover it, Miss Liebling told her charges, with certain vowels only: an “ooh” or an “aww,” never a wide-open “ahh.” Make the transition seamless. For a gawky adolescent with braces and knotty brown hair, the idea must have held some extra appeal: cover the transition. Make it seamless.


In the fall of 1962, Meryl’s parents brought her to City Center, the home of the New York City Opera. Sills was debuting as Milly Theale in Douglas Moore’s The Wings of the Dove. It was the first opera Meryl had seen, and she was rapt. Until then, Beverly had been the nice lady whose lessons preceded her own. Now, watching her onstage, Meryl saw what all those drills on Saturday mornings were for—the glory that capped all the grueling hours of work.


She realized something else that night: she didn’t have a voice like Beverly’s, and she would never be an opera singer.


After four years, she quit her lessons with Miss Liebling. The reason wasn’t just that she had given up her dreams of debuting at the Met. Meryl had come through the passaggio of puberty, and what lay on the other side was far more tempting than Verdi: she had discovered boys.


It was time for a metamorphosis. 




*





AT FOURTEEN YEARS old, Meryl Streep took off her braces. She ditched her glasses and started wearing contacts. She doused her hair in lemon juice and peroxide until it gleamed like gold. At night, she wore rollers—it was torturous, but she’d wake up with a perky flip. As Meryl primped for hours in the bathroom mirror, surely to the chagrin of her younger brothers, she discovered that beauty gave her status and strength. But, like most teenagers rushing headlong toward womanhood, she was barely conscious of what she was leaving behind.


“Empathy,” she would say, “is at the heart of the actor’s art. And in high school, another form of acting took hold of me. I wanted to learn how to be appealing. So I studied the character I imagined I wanted to be, that of the generically pretty high school girl.” She emulated the women in Mademoiselle and Seventeen and Vogue, copying their eyelashes, their outfits, their lipstick. She ate an apple a day—and little else. She begged her mother to buy her brand-name clothes, and was refused. She fine-tuned her giggle.


She worked day and night, unaware that she had cast herself severely against type. She studied what boys liked, and what girls would accept, and memorized where the two overlapped: a “tricky negotiation.” She found that she could mimic other people’s behavior with faultless precision, like a Martian posing as an Earthling. “I worked harder on this characterization, really, than anyone that I think I’ve ever done since,” she recalled. Gone was the ugly duckling, the brassy little bully of Old Fort Road. By fifteen, that Meryl had disappeared. In her place was “the perfect Seventeen magazine knockout.”


She was an excellent imposter.




*





NEWS OF THE SIXTIES seemed not to reach Bernardsville, even as the counterculture caught fire elsewhere. Sure, her friends listened to the Beatles and “Light My Fire,” but transgression took the form of a beer, not a joint. The place looked like something out of Bye Bye Birdie. Girls wore A-line dresses down to the knees, with Peter Pan collars cinched with a small circle pin. Boys wore khakis and Madras jackets and parted their hair. The vice principal would come around with a ruler to measure their sideburns: too long and they’d be sent home.


Fun was a hamburger at the luncheonette in the center of town, or a movie at the local cinema. At the “Baby Dance,” the freshmen dressed up in bonnets and diapers. The next year, it was the “Sweater Dance.” After that, the Junior Prom, which was themed “In Days of Olde.” It was a fitting motif. “We felt like we were in a little shell, that we were protected and everything would be safe there,” said Debbie Bozack (née Welsh), who, like Meryl, entered ninth grade in September, 1963, two months before the Kennedy assassination.


Debbie met Meryl in homeroom on one of the first days of class. At Debbie’s old school, there were only five kids in her grade, and the crowded hallways at Bernards High terrified her. So did the prospect of changing for gym. Meryl, though, seemed confident and fearless. They had most of the same classes, so Debbie followed her around like a disciple.


As a newfound adherent to American teenage conformity, Meryl longed to join the cheerleading squad. So did Debbie. But Debbie couldn’t do a cartwheel to save her life. Meryl, who was not only self-assured but athletic, was a pro. Some days, Debbie would follow Meryl home after school, where Meryl would try to teach her to do a cartwheel on the lawn. As Meryl guided her legs over her head, Debbie’s hands would grate against the pebbles that came up after the rain. In the end, it was all for naught. Debbie didn’t make the squad. Meryl, naturally, did.


On fall weekends, the student populace would converge at the football games. With the exception of the brainiacs and the greasers, everyone showed up. Everyone had a place. There were the twirlers. There was the color guard, where Debbie landed a spot. There was the marching band, which was quite good, thanks in part to a precocious senior named John Geils, who within a few years would trade in his trumpet for a guitar and start the J. Geils Band.


But the cheerleaders, or “cheeries,” stood apart from the rest. Not that they were mean, but they were close-knit, bonded by their good looks and popularity. With the letter “B” emblazoned on their outfits, they would chant, “Thunder, thunder, thunderation!” Meryl became best friends with her fellow cheery Sue Castrilli, who worked at the Dairy Queen. There wasn’t much to do in Bernardsville, besides driving on a loop on the 202 between the DQ and the train station and then back again. When Sue was on duty, she would give her friends double dips.


In class, Meryl was attentive when it suited her. She had a knack for languages—the accents, at least. When she didn’t care for the teacher, she got C’s. She dreaded the geometry teacher, whom the kids called Fang. Even worse was biology. “Just remember Biology and the Biology exam and you’ll never sleep again,” one boy wrote in her sophomore yearbook. “I don’t know what you’d do if I didn’t tell you all the answers,” wrote another.


As the sister of two brothers, she was comfortable around boys, maybe more so than she was around girls. She loved the guys who sat in the back row, because they were funny; from them she picked up comedic lessons she wouldn’t use until much later. For now, Meryl was content to be their audience, careful not to step out of character. At home, the dinner table was a clamorous exchange of ideas. But opinions, Meryl learned, didn’t get you a second date—boys didn’t like to be contradicted. Opinions, for now, took a backseat.




*





IN THE SPRING of 1964, when Meryl was a freshman, she met Mike Booth. She had gone on a date or two with his cousin, J. D. Mike was a sophomore with longish dark hair and a toothy grin. He wore Shetland sweaters with the sleeves cut off halfway—the closest Bernards High came to rebellion. His father thought he was a failure, and Mike proved the old man right by drinking and getting into fights. He had barely passed the ninth grade.


“Do you like it here at Bernards High?” Meryl said, when J. D. introduced them.


“I do now.”


Mike thought that Meryl was swell. “Her eyes were extremely bright,” he would recall. “Her smile was genuine. She didn’t smirk or run with a pack, like a lot of girls. Yet there was a slight awkwardness about her, as though she was certain her dress didn’t look right, or her shoes didn’t fit, or she was just plain ugly.”


Mike began walking her home from school—he didn’t have a driver’s license. During the summer, they’d go to his Aunt Lala’s place for picnics and swim in the pond, or play baseball. On nights, they’d go to parties or the Bernardsville movie theater, rushing home to make Meryl’s eleven o’clock curfew. Mike wrote her poems, and she gave him a volume of modern American and British poetry, a Christmas present from her father.


In the middle of the summer, Mike began football practice, and Meryl started practicing with the cheeries. They’d meet for lunch; Meryl would share one of her trademark peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches, which they washed down with a Tab and a leftover brownie or piece of cake, which Meryl joked was “aged like a fine cheese.” Mike liked her self-deprecating humor, which she’d use to brush off anything that irked her. Sometimes she did impressions for him—he thought she was a “terrific mimic.” When he asked if she liked to swim, she switched on a Jersey accent and said, “Duh, yeah,” flexing her biceps and bragging, “I’m really quite atletik—for a girl.”


On their walk to the community pool one day, they spotted a discarded ring glinting up from the side of the road. It was a promotional item from American Airlines, with a metallic eagle encircled with the words JUNIOR PILOT. Mike put it on Meryl’s finger. They were going steady.


Harry Streep didn’t like the idea at all. At first, he limited Meryl to seeing Mike just once a week. Then it was every two weeks. Then he insisted that she go on dates with other boys, since she was too young to go steady with anyone. One day at the pool, Meryl won a race at a swim meet, and when she got out Mike gave her a kiss on the cheek. Word got back to Mr. Streep, who chastised his daughter for the public display of affection.


Finally, he cut her off from Mike entirely. They met secretly on a path through the woods between their houses, which were a mile apart. Mike handed her a love poem. Meryl’s eyes were red from crying. She went home that night and warned her father: If you don’t give me some freedom now, I’ll be one of those girls who goes berserk once she leaves for college. He relented.


In her notes to Mike, Meryl daydreamed about their future together. After high school, they’d get married and move to a remote island where they’d join the Peace Corps and “civilize the natives.” Then Meryl would go to Sarah Lawrence, or maybe Bard, while Mike got his law degree and became a part-time writer. He’d win the Pulitzer Prize. She’d accept the lead in a Broadway play and immediately become rich and famous. They’d buy a villa on an island off of Nice—early-American style, of course—and throw parties twice a weekend.


Mr. Streep watched Mike with a wary eye. Nevertheless, Mike observed, “There was this constant joking and bantering that went back and forth between Meryl, her mother, and her brothers. They made fun of each other, but in a delightful sort of a way. I remember thinking, Jeez, these people really enjoy each other.”


Mike and cheerleading may have dominated her time, but they didn’t monopolize it. Bolstered by her father’s sense of drive, she raced through high school in an extracurricular frenzy. Her freshman year, she was class treasurer. She did gymnastics and became the secretary of the French Club. She was the head of the announcers, who recited the lunch menu into the loudspeaker each morning. She drew art for the yearbook. She swam.


Meanwhile, she kept up her singing. She joined the choir, which performed in stately robes. One year at the Christmas concert, she scored a solo in Vivaldi’s Gloria, performed at the Short Hills Mall. The 1965 edition of the Bernardian yearbook pictured her in a sweater and flipped hair, with the caption: “A voice worth noting.”


But Meryl wasn’t so sure of her vocal abilities. She confessed to Mike that she thought her voice was “sharp and shrill.” He thought it was beautiful. When they approached her house, she would announce herself by wailing, “Ooooo-eee! Ooooo-eee!” Miss Liebling would have killed her.


“I’m going to strangle you, Meryl dear, if I hear that falsetto one more time!” her mother would call back, holding her ears.


It was in part her mania for activities that led Meryl to audition, her sophomore year, for The Music Man. She had seen Barbara Cook play Marian the Librarian on Broadway. Now she surprised half the school by winning the role for herself. Third, who was a freshman, played her lisping little brother, Winthrop. When it came time for the big show, she sang “Goodnight, My Someone” with a voice as light and high as a feather. She told Mike that he was the “someone.”


Even her chemistry teacher took to calling her “Songbird.” The next April, she played Daisy Mae in Li’l Abner, singing and dancing in fringed cutoffs. Days after the curtain went down, she was still glowing. “Almost every day for the past two months has been a ‘Typical Day’ in Dogpatch, so the song goes,” the sixteen-year-old Meryl told the school newspaper, adding: “It’s pretty hard to put this out of your mind so quickly.” The following year, she was Laurey in Oklahoma! Her best friend, Sue Castrilli, was in the cast. So was Third. Playing these dainty ingénues, she didn’t think about the acting part. “I thought about the singing part,” she said later, “the showing-off part, and the dancing part.”


It was a way to feel loved, something she hadn’t quite convinced herself she was. “I thought that if I looked pretty and did all the ‘right things,’ everyone would like me,” she said of the teenage self she would later abandon. “I had only two friends in high school, and one of them was my cousin, so that didn’t count. Then there’s that whole awful kind of competition based on pubescent rivalry for boys. It made me terribly unhappy. My biggest decision every day used to be what clothes I should wear to school. It was ridiculous.”


Some other part of her was trying to claw its way out. On afternoons after school, she’d come home and put on her parents’ Barbra Streisand albums, imitating every breath, every swell. She found that she could express not only the emotions of the song but the other feelings she was having, the ones that didn’t fit the character she was playing. Even as she mouthed along to the truism that “ people who need people are the luckiest people in the world,” its irony was apparent: at school, she was surrounded by people, but she didn’t feel lucky. She felt phony.


“Often success in one area precludes succeeding in the other,” she would say. “And along with all of my exterior choices, I worked on my, what actors call, my interior adjustment. I adjusted my natural temperament, which tended—tends—to be slightly bossy, a little opinionated, loud (a little loud), full of pronouncements and high spirits. And I willfully cultivated softness, agreeableness, a breezy, natural sort of sweetness, even a shyness, if you will, which was very, very, very, very, very effective on the boys. But the girls didn’t buy it. They didn’t like me; they sniffed it out, the acting. And they were probably right. But I was committed. This was absolutely not a cynical exercise. This was a vestigial survival courtship skill I was developing.”


Mike Booth didn’t seem to notice. The “slight awkwardness” he had noticed when they met had disappeared, and in its place was “exuberance,” he recalled. “Somehow she had become even prettier than the year before.”


Meryl had taken up drawing and gave him her cartoons, most of which were at her own expense. She’d render herself with hairy arms and an elongated nose, still in her cheerleading outfit, or as a lifeguard with bulging muscles and a mustache. Her insecurities were practically begging to be noticed, but Mike saw only talent, which he thought he had none of. At seventeen, he was a middling athlete and an even worse student.


In May, Mike took Meryl to the prom at Florham Park. With her white gloves and corsage, she was a “vision of smiling light,” he thought. They had been dating for more than a year. That August, Mike brought her to see the Beatles at Shea Stadium. The band was barely audible above the screaming. Luckily, they knew all the songs by heart. Their favorite was “If I Fell,” which they called “our song.” It told them what they already knew: that love was more than just holding hands.


Pitted against the bigger, badder players across New Jersey, the Bernards High football team was accustomed to humiliating defeats. But the first game of the season in the fall of 1965, against Bound Brook, was different. Thanks to a magnificent fifty-yard run by a junior named Bruce Thomson (sprung loose by a key block from Mike Booth, the left guard), the Mountaineers pulled off a rare win. Mike eyed Meryl on the sidelines, screaming her head off in her red-and-white cheering uniform.


But Meryl’s attentions were wandering. She had set her sights on Bruce Thomson, who had brought the Mountaineers their brief moment of glory. Bruce was a sandy-haired, broad-shouldered hunk with an ego to match. His girlfriend was the captain of the color guard. She was a senior, like Mike, and had grown suspicious of Meryl. So had some of the other girls. Meryl was someone who got what she wanted. She wanted Bruce.


Mike was planning a road trip down south with a friend, a last hurrah before the wide world swept them up. The night before they left, he went to a dance and saw Meryl and Bruce in each other’s arms. He could only blame himself. A couple weeks earlier, he had broken up with Meryl. He didn’t want to be tied down, now that he had a fleeting chance at freedom. He had let Meryl slip away, maybe for good. A few months later, he enlisted in the U.S. Army as a Medical Corpsman. 




*





IN THE FALL of her senior year, Meryl was elected homecoming queen. No one was surprised. By then, she had built a coalition of wary admirers: the cheeries, the chorus girls, the boys who could make her giggle and glance. “Like, okay,” Debbie recalled thinking, “we know Meryl will get it.”


Her again.


There she was, at the big football game against Dunellen, the senior-class queen of Bernards High. Bruce Thomson had become her new beau, and they looked good together: the homecoming queen and the football star, a high school power couple. From the float, she gazed down on her subjects: the twirlers, the color guard, the jocks, the class clowns from the back row, all arranged in a teenage taxonomy. The plan she had put in motion the day she tore off her old-lady glasses was complete. She had pulled it off, almost too well.


“I reached a point senior year when my adjustment felt like me,” she would recall. “I had actually convinced myself that I was this person and she me: pretty, talented, but not stuck-up. You know, a girl who laughed a lot at every stupid thing every boy said and who lowered her eyes at the right moment and deferred, who learned to defer when the boys took over the conversation. I really remember this so clearly, and I could tell it was working. I was much less annoying to the guys than I had been. They liked me better and I liked that. This was conscious, but it was at the same time motivated and fully felt. This was real, real acting.”


If only she could see beyond Bernardsville, past the proms and pompoms and tiaras and “Goodnight, My Someone”s. At eighteen, she took her first plane ride. Passing over Bernardsville, she peered down and saw her whole life below: all the roads she knew, her school, her house. All of it fit in the space she could make with two fingers. She realized how small her world had been.


In high school, there had only been one game to play, so she played it. The 1967 edition of the Bernardian yearbook revealed just how limited the options were. Beneath each coiffed, combed senior portrait, the descriptions of the graduates read like a generation’s collective aspirations, a handbook for what young men and women were supposed to be. Between the genders was a bold, uncrossable line.


Just look at the boys, with their gelled hair and jackets:


“Handsome quarterback of our football team … big man in sports … likes to play pool … partial to blondes … usually seen with Barbara … Avid motorcycle fan … likes cars and working on them … fond of drag racing … enjoys U.S. History … whiz at math … future in music … future engineer … future mathematician … future architect … looking forward to a military career … most likely to succeed …”


Compare the girls, miniature Doris Days in pearl necklaces:


“Wants to be a nurse … captain of the cheeries … keeps the D.Q. swinging … a sparkling brunette … what beautiful eyes … Steve, Steve, Steve … loves to sew … Twirling is one of her merits … a whiz on the sewing machine … Cute smile … loves shorthand … future as a secretary … Future nurse … giggles galore …”


Amid these future architects and future secretaries, the eye is barely drawn to Mary Louise Streep, who spent four years trying to ace conformity and succeeded. Beneath her lustrous portrait is a hard-won summation:


“Pretty blonde … vivacious cheerleader … our homecoming queen … Many talents … Where the boys are.”




*





IN THE SOUTHWEST corner of Vermont, Meryl Streep sat in front of a stern-looking administrator at the Bennington College admissions office. Her father was waiting outside.


“What books have you read over the summer?” the woman inquired.


Meryl blinked. Books? Over the summer? She was on the swim team, for crying out loud!


She thought back: there had been that rainy day at the library, when she read this one book cover to cover. Something about dreams, by Carl Jung.


But when she said the name of the author, the woman balked.


“Please!” she sniffed. “Yung.”


Meryl crumpled in her seat. That was the longest book anyone she knew had read over the summer—anyone on the swim team, at least—and this woman was giving her grief for mispronouncing the author’s name?


She found her father outside. “Daddy, take me home.” And he did.


So maybe she’d flubbed Bennington. There were other options. She was, in her estimation, “a nice girl, pretty, athletic, and I’d read maybe seven books in four years of high school. I read The New Yorker and Seventeen magazine, had a great vocabulary, and no understanding whatsoever of mathematics and science. I had a way of imitating people’s speech that got me AP in French without really knowing any grammar. I was not what you would call a natural scholar.”


Still, she knew she wanted something more than secretarial school, where Debbie and some other girls were headed. She liked languages, enough to fake a little French. Maybe she could be a United Nations interpreter?


The straight and narrow, it turned out, led to Poughkeepsie. In the fall of 1967, she made the ninety-minute trip from Bernardsville for her first term at Vassar College. And this time she knew how to pronounce “Carl Jung.” 
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