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+ Q&A with Kate Winslet hosted by broadcaster Anna Smith.

Elizabeth ‘Lee’ Miller, born in 1907 in Poughkeepsie, New York was, as Kate
Winslet explains, ‘An unstoppable force of nature with a tremendous lust for
life.’

She became a model for Vogue and Vanity Fair magazines before moving to
Paris to study photography with Man Ray. She set up her own photographic
studios in Paris and New York before relocating to Cairo. It was then a chance
meeting with Roland Penrose that led her to move to London at the outbreak
of WWII. Miller overcame challenges and travelled to Europe to report for
British Vogue from the frontline. Her surrealist images, along with her pack
shots, portraits and extraordinary WWII photographs rightly earned her a key
place in history as one of the most fascinating figures of 20th Century
photography.

It was the chance discovery of Lee Miller that was the catalyst for Kate Winslet
to begin the journey of the fim. As she explains, ‘eight years ago a really good
friend of mine who lives in Cormwall and works as a researcher for an auction
house, phoned me and said, “there’s an amazing table in an auction that’s
coming up and you just have to get it, it’s incredible.” |love cooking and
hosting big meals, | love old tables, so | bought it.” The table, it turns out, was
owned by Annie Penrose, the sister-in-law of Roland Penrose, Lee Miler’s
husband. It had been the centerpiece to the house where Lee Miler had spent
time with the likes of Max Ernst, Paul Eluard, Man Ray, Picasso and Roland
Penrose. During those hedonistic summers of love these artists would prepare
meals, eat, discuss ideas and create at this table and acquiring it set Winslet
on her own creative journey.

Uncovering more about Lee posed a burning question for Winslet, ‘why had no
one made a film about her?’ Winslet was keen to find out more and answer
that question. When she contacted Tony Penrose, Lee Miler and Roland
Penrose’s son, he told her, ‘many people have tried to make fims about Lee,
we have a whole box of screenplays in the attic that have never been made.’
When asked by Winslet why that was, Tony replied, ‘they just didn’t quite get
her.’

Working closely with Penrose, Winslet began the lengthy creative process of
finding a way into Miller's extracrdinary life. Using his book, The Lives of Lee
Miller as a starting point, Winslet set about considering the structure for the
screenplay. ‘Getting the script right was the biggest challenge’ says Winslet,
‘we kept asking ourselves, how do we stop this being a biopic? It would have
been impossible to tell the cradle-to-grave story of Lee Miller because she lived
so many lives.’

The fim wisely did not set out to be a biopic as Penrose explains, ‘what the
producers have done is to select the most salent moments of Lee’s life that
present her personality.” As producer Kate Solomon says, ‘it’s not about the
drama of Lee’s life, but rather, it’s about her inner life, how she felt and what
drove her forward. It’s a story about a woman, a human being with a heart and
a soul, and how the horrors of war affected her.’

For Winslet, focussing the screenplay on a particular decade of Miller’s life was
a way ‘to get rid of all the preconceived ideas about Lee Miller as the model
and the subject of many male artists’ gaze.’ The team wanted to tel the
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absolute truth of Lee and who she became and that truth as Winslet shares,
‘revealed itself when she worked for British Vogue as a war correspondent on
the frontline during World War Il. That’s the part of her story we focus on.’

Solomon explains, ‘it was about finding the period in her life that tells the crux
of what she is about and, for Lee, that period is the ten years which take her
from the pre-war sunlit days of the south of France where she spent time with
her artistic friends, through to the heart of darkness of Dachau.’ The challenge
was working out how in the script they could move from all of these varied
moments of her life and the transition between them. Employing the device of
having a young man, played by Josh O’Connor, interview Miller about her life,
enabled the team to shape the screenplay’s narrative as Penrose explains,
‘having Lee, in the later stages of her life, be interviewed about her
photographs allows us into her inner world and gave us a very smooth way to
move from one event to the next.” Winslet agrees, ‘when that element came
into play, it began to feel like the movie we were hoping to make.’

Discovering what drove Miler, unveiled to Winslet what an utterly unstoppable
woman she was and how relevant her story is today, ‘she was a life force to be
reckoned with, so much more than an object of attention from famous men
with whom she is associated. This woman was a photographer, writer, and
reporter. She did everything with love, lust, and courage. She is an inspiration
for what you can achieve, what you can bear, and what you can do if you dare
to take life firmly by the hands and live it at full throttle.’

With pre-production rewing up, Winslet began to consider taking on the role
as she says, ‘Lee Miller was a truth-seeker and a truth-teller, at an enormous
emotional and personal cost to herself, that was the thing that drove her and
that was the reason she wanted to tell the truth of the atrocities of the Nazi
regime. She was a woman who was so intrinsically true to who she was.’ It
was these qualities that attracted Winslet to play Miller and drove her to tell her
story as she explains, ‘I'm so taken by her, how she lived, how she was free
with her body, with her affection, with her opinions about things, with teling the
truth, speaking the truth and teaching other people how to do that. It’s
everything | live for, and yet Lee Miler was doing it years ago and way better
than everybody and certainly better than me. To be playing someone who |
truly admire, adore, look up to, and aspire to be even a little bit like, it’s the
most enormous priviege.’

Spending a lot of time with Winslet during the pre-production period, Penrose
discovered that the similarities between the two women extended far beyond
aesthetics as he explains, ‘talking to Kate, little things often came filtering into
our conversation that were just what Lee would have said and Kate asked the
questions Lee would have asked. There’s animmersive quality in Kate that was
there in Lee. If Lee wanted to find out how to cook a new dish, she would go
into the most incredible detail to learn how and by the end of it, she would

have known as much as the master chef. That's exactly the kind of attitude
that Kate has towards Lee and this movie.’

Miller lived so many lives, reinventing herself in a desire to be free, to know
more, learn more, and be more. As she famously said, ‘I'd rather take a picture
than be one.” She was an incredible woman, it is therefore no surprise that
Winslet discovered her story and became the one to bring it to light.
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