Interview with Jamie Lee Curtis – Tess Coleman

On casting Jamie Lee Curtis as the mother who swaps places with her teenaged daughter, screenwriter Heather Hach states, "She’s perfect for the role. She’s so adorable and talented. Jamie Lee Curtis is such a great comedienne, and that’s just what the role needed. She’s also incredibly smart – she just is Tess." 

Is it true you came on three days before the shoot?

I did. I found out on a Wednesday night at midnight that they had been asking for me to join the [movie]. I was in New York City on a book tour and I laughed at my agent when he called and said that someone had pulled out. I said to him, "Oh, and they're offering it to me, aren’t they Rick?" And he said, "As a matter of fact, they are." And I said, "Oh, please." I was really very dismissive and I think I swore, saying, “Don't mess with me. I'm tired. I'm going on a book tour tomorrow morning to Washington D.C.” And it turned out to be true and I arrived [and] read the script on a Thursday. I flew home on a Friday. I met Mark [Waters] on Saturday and I had my hair dyed red Sunday. I was working Monday. 

Did you know it was right for you?

Oh, in a heartbeat. The best thing that happened with “Freaky Friday” was that Mark Waters came to my house and we had an hour's visit with each other. I read the script. I had some notes, a lot of notes. I wanted to see if he was receptive to my take on this, and we had a nice visit. When he left, he actually said to me, "You know, when I came here, I was obviously always interested and curious as to whether or not you could play a teacher. The only problem I'm having is wondering whether or not you can play the adult." That actually was really the question. Could I play an adult? Could I actually pretend to be an adult for more than the requisite two minutes that I have to a day? Could I actually pull off being a serious scholar? 

What is the biggest fight you ever had with your mom?

I never said no to my mother. I was the ultimate good girl with a toe in the water of bad girl-ness. 

What about in college?

Did I, at that point, join a sorority and become a sister and go to beer parties? Sure. I was not a prude nor was I straight, but I was a good girl. The issue for me was that I was a good girl and I became an actress [after] three months of college. I continued, by the way, to be a good girl. I am a good girl and I have always been. By the way, I am drawn to good girls. I have a teenage daughter. I've met a couple bad girls. I can see them coming. The day my daughter started seventh grade, I sat looking at that class and I went like this, "Bad, bad, bad. Trouble, trouble, trouble. Nice girl gonna turn bad in about a year. She'll be good until junior year." 

Isn't that against what the movie says, that you can't tell what people are really like?

Sure. And the truth is, every bad girl I know is actually an incredibly loyal, loving friend who happened to break rules. Being a bad girl is [being] a rule breaker. That's what I'm talking about. Somebody who sees a line and crosses it. That doesn't mean that their character is a bad girl. I'm saying as a mother, you sit there going, "Hope my daughter doesn't know her." It's simply because you know then that they're going to open a door to your child that says, “Cross the line with me.” And you've hoped that you've instilled in your child not to cross that line. That's what I'm talking about. I'm not talking about judging them harshly as people. 

Are you worried about this one being a remake of a classic Disney movie?

I have nothing to say about it. I have no opinion on it because it's not any of my business. I'm the actor. I'm the person that was called up at the last minute and said, "Hey, you wanna come?" 

The only thing I'll say about the first movie, because I just figured this out, is that the first movie is a farce.

It's not supposed to be real for a moment. It's just this zany farce, which is slightly outdated. But we made a fable and it was clear from the beginning that we were making a fable. A fable is magical and has magical elements to it. And certainly, the conceit or the twist of the movie is this magical thing that happened. But in a fable, you have real storytelling going on with a moral at the end so that it is grounded in some sort of life lesson/reality. So, it's very different from the original movie and the TV movie because both of those were much more into the switch. “Let's see how silly we can be with an adult being a teenager.” 

I think, to Mark's credit, and I think a little bit of what I may have brought to the movie was the grounding in reality. Because for instance, the original interpretation of the shrink was way more over the top. I kept saying, "You know what? I've never met a shrink like this. I've never met a patient like. I know you're going for a laugh there, but you're trying to establish this woman is really a doctor. I think you're just going to lose any possibility that people will believe that it's such a ‘jokey’ profession.” At the same time, it's a comedy, so you have to have the patients be funny. You can't have somebody really seriously being sad. But at the same time, I think what I was able to bring to it certainly was a grounding in reality. Any experience I've ever had in any kind of movie I've ever been in - and I've been in a lot of different types - the reason that they work… Well, the reason “The Fog” doesn't work, I don't think, is that it didn't ground you in reality enough. The reason “Halloween” worked is because John Carpenter told us in the beginning that the first 20 minutes of that movie needed to be like you're watching an “Ozzie and Harriet” movie where it's just girls being girls, people walking around, and occasionally this kind of shadow of something pops in. But that it is absolutely mundane, real behavior. Then when you bring in the unreal element, you actually have some rooted interest in the reality that you've created. So in anything I've ever done, I've tried to make sure that that is something we layer in. 

Have your kids seen “Freaky Friday?”


Not my son. My little boy, God bless him, he's seven, he was worried that it was scary because it has the word ‘Freaky’ in it and he didn't want to see it. He's seen the ads and he'd laugh when his friends come over and they do the thing where they slam into each other. That's all cute and at one point I said, "Do you want to see it?" And he said, "No. It's freaky." And I said, "No, no, no, honey. It's not freaky like scary freaky. It's freaky like funny silly freaky." 

If you switched with your real daughter, what would be the freakiest thing?

To have her legs. If I had her legs, I would walk around in those mini, mini, miniskirts that all the girls sport. I would go to the market in them. I never had her legs, her legs are 15 feet long. That alone, coupled with the fact that she's incredibly bright, is just this wacko combination that I didn't have. I wasn't that bright and so I didn't have that combo which is, as you know, a pretty staggering combo.

