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FEEL ALL THE FEELINGS: THE FILMS OF GRETA GERWIG

Lady Bird

Lady Birdis a coming-of-age film, set in Sacramento, California, Greta
Gerwig’s birthplace, during the early 2000s. ‘Lady Bird’ is the name adopted
by the heroine, a 17-year-old girl at a Catholic high school, who is raging with
ambitions and hormones. She throws herself out of a moving car, auditions for
a school production of Stephen Sondheim’s Merrily We Roll Along, dyes her
hair pink, shoplifts magazines, challenges a speaker at a school assembly on
abortion. As one onlooker puts it, she’s ‘very baller, very anarchist’, but she’s
also terribly vulnerable and out of place. Saoirse Ronan (‘a tiny Meryl Streep’)
plays every eccentric inch of the title character with conviction, rather than
irony. ‘She was so emotionally vibrant,” says Gerwig. ‘And she could exist at a
10 without ever losing the humour because she didn’t ever put it in quotes.’
Most of all, Lady Bird wants to get out of Sacramento, to go to college on the
East Coast, a haven of imagined cultural sophistication — despite her average
grades and the fact that her parents can’t afford the fees.

‘I'd written a bunch of scenes, but | was struggling with the story | was telling
and who the character was,’” says Gerwig. ‘Then | put everything aside and |
just wrote at the top of the page: “Why won’t you call me Lady Bird? You
promised that you would.” And | had no idea where it came from but | thought,
“| really want to get to know this person who makes everybody call her by a
different name.” It's a name with a different resonance in Britain from in the
US, but Gerwig recites the nursery rhyme ‘Ladybird Ladybird’ nevertheless: the
darkness (“Your house is on fire and your children are gone’) and the circularity
(‘fly away home’) must have been at the back of her mind. It’s the renaming
itself that’s important, though; as Lady Bird says, it’s her given name: ‘It’s given
to me, by me.’

‘It's something that a rock star does or something that a nun does,’ explains
Gerwig. ‘And it’s always in a way to try to occupy the bigger name you have
given yourself.’

Lady Bird wants to reinvent herself again at college, but from the opening title
card, bearing a sardonic quote from Joan Didion, to a montage towards the
end, the film is really a tribute to Gerwig’s hometown: ‘I thought the best way
to write a love letter to a place is to frame it with a character who doesn’t love it
and wants to leave and doesn’t realise she loves it until it’s in the rearview
mirror... it’s this sense that you have that life must be happening somewhere
else and not to you.” Not for nothing did Gerwig, when Lady Bird won the
Golden Globe for best comedy/musical, thank ‘my mom and dad and the
people of Sacramento, who gave me roots and wings and helped me get
where | am today.” Gerwig tells me she has ‘a ton of footage... | want to make
myself a movie of Sacramento | can watch when | miss home.’

There are two boys in Lady Bird’s life during the span of the film: a sweet, rich
drama nerd (Lucas Hedges), and a lofty outsider, also well off, who plays in a
band (Timothée Chalamet). They’re not the focus, though. Lady Bird is fighting
on several other fronts: falling out with her adorable best friend Julie (Beanie
Feldstein), trying to get into college, and breaking her mother’s frazzled heart
several times a day.

The pained relationship between Lady Bird and her mother Marion, played by
Laurie Metcalf, is the real heart of the movie, and it’s tied up with class and
money too. ‘This is not about poverty with a capital “P”,’ says Gerwig. ‘Just the
everyday stresses of living on the razor’s edge of: “Is it going to work or is it not
going to work?” Lady Bird and Marion go thrift-shopping, and for fun
persuade estate agents to show them round homes they can never afford; but
in reality they are in a precarious position. The family is broke, the father out of
work, and Lady Bird gaily tells her friends that she lives ‘on the wrong side of
the tracks’. While Lady Bird rejects everything from the name her mother gave
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her to the home and the future she expects for her, applying to expensive New
York colleges in secret, Marion works double shifts as a nurse. There’s no
malice on either side, but plenty of unintentional cruelty. | tell Gerwig that the
film captured for me the heart-stopping moment when you realise how awful
you were to your mother as a teenager.

‘| know, it's the most horrible thing,” says Gerwig. ‘I think | realise that every
day. We always had a joke that we should put up a title card at the very end
that just says, “Call your mother.” The tension between the two women (‘It’s
almost chemical’) strikes a chord with audiences, Gerwig says: ‘I've had so
many mothers come up to me and say, “I've been that mother — | understand.”
You hear the words come out of your mouth and you think, “Oh no, that was
wrong,” and you can’t take it back. And then I've had younger women come
up to me and say, “l am that daughter”.” Gerwig describes Lady Bird as a bait-
and-switch, which begins as the story of a teenage girl, then tells a story about
her mother instead: ‘One person’s coming of age is someone else’s letting go.
And I'm just as interested in the letting go.’

Not that everyone got it, to begin with, as Gerwig found when she tried to raise
funds for the film: ‘Most people who are producers and can finance films are
men. So when | would take them the script and we’d have a meeting about it,
if they grew up with sisters or they have daughters they knew exactly what it
was. They were like, “That’s my mom and my sister” or “That’s my wife and my
daughter, and | get it.” If they hadn’t they would look at me and they’d say, “Do
women really fight like that?”” Which | couldn’t believe. | was like, “Oh you don’t
know. You have no idea what this is at all.”

Gerwig was adamant her film wouldn’t fall into the trap of either demonising or
canonising the women: ‘The truth is there are no perfect mothers and there are
no perfect daughters. To celebrate the love, but honour the imperfections, is
the only way to go about it. Anything else makes you either feel superior or
utterly wretched because you don’t live up to this standard. And being a
mother is an impossible task.’

Gerwig’s mission was not just about representing the mother-daughter
dynamic fairly, but challenging the stories that Hollywood tells about women. In
high school, she tells me, she protested when the female students were given
Romeo and Juliet as a set text, while the boys read Hamlet. ‘| thought, “Did
you just give us the love story because we’re girls?” | thought it was
outrageous. | lodged a complaint.’ It was an extremely Lady Bird thing to do.

‘| consider myself a feminist, so | think inherently any movie | make will be
reflective of that. | have made a very active choice too in the movies | wrote
with Noah Baumbach [Frances Ha, 2012; and Mistress America, 2015] and in
this movie to have the central love story not be one that’s about a boy and a
girl,’ she says. ‘I love those movies. | will probably make one someday. But |
think | wanted to put some restrictions on myself and say, “Find another story
to tell.” This can’t be the sum of what we think women can do.’

Gerwig names directors including Brian De Palma, Mike Mills, Spike Jonze and
Rebecca Miller and cinematographer Ed Lachman as her informal tutors. ‘I got
film school from the greats. | mean it was 10 years of film school.” Lady Bird
prompted Gerwig to take the next step, though. ‘When | finished the script |
thought: “Well | have more to learn, but there’s nothing more I’'m going to learn
by not doing it.”

Directing is now in Gerwig’s blood, so much is clear. Her joy and pride in Lady
Birdis palpable, from the shoot itself to taking surreptitious selfies during press
junkets: ‘It’s the best feeling in the world to have written something and be
directing it and watch actors bring their whole selves and their bodies and their
imaginations to these people,’ she says. ‘I really can’t think of anything | like
more than watching actors work.’

Pamela Hutchinson, Sight and Souna, March 2018
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