The Queen review – Helen Mirren’s eerie transformation in hugely enjoyable film
This article is more than 19 years old
Stephen Frears’ period movie leaves you with a feeling of sadness at how little has changed
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It was almost 10 years ago. Before 9/11, before Big Brother, before blogging and Popbitch and MySpace, there was the death of Princess Diana, which was the media-political event to end all media-political events - or so we thought. No one was more cowed and more disorientated by it all than the Queen, who found that her own rank had been decisively trumped by the nuclear fission of Diana’s new global celebrity in death, and by the extravagant emotions of an angry public.
It is this extraordinary time that Stephen Frears’ hugely enjoyable film revisits, aided by a cracking impersonation of the Queen by Helen Mirren who, though appreciably taller and younger than our head of state, achieves an eerie transformation with the aid of hairpiece, glasses, frumpier-than-thou couture and brilliant mimicry of the Queen’s walk. It is a walk that Frears correctly senses is best seen from the rear, at the head of a bobbing train of corgis. The voice is less outrageously grand than the real thing, a restraint born perhaps of fear of going down the Spitting Image route. “Off” becomes “orf” only once. Under the clothes, there has evidently been some prosthetic augmentation of the royal middle, and indeed the royal behind. Michael Sheen revives his hilarious turn as Tony Blair in the bright springtime of his administration: dark of hair, unlined of face - Sheen is becoming the Jon Culshaw of legitimate acting; his Kenneth Williams on BBC4 was a treat, and his David Frost is a white-hot ticket at London’s Donmar theatre.
The best moments of the film are probably the opening scenes, before the great crash, and also the final autumnal encounter between Blair and the Queen after the cataclysm has died down - when the Queen is not at bay, when she is extrovert, droll, forthright and very, very good at putting people not at their ease.
It’s very funny when Blair, our twitchy new PM, is ushered into the palace for his first weekly meeting, and Mirren’s Queen meets him with the unreadable smile of a chess grandmaster, facing a nervous tyro. She begins by reminding him that she has worked with 10 prime ministers, beginning with Winston Churchill, “sitting where you are now”. As put-downs go, that’s like pulling a lever and watching a chandelier fall on your opponent’s head.
When the terrible news unfolds, Frears is good at showing New Labour’s compulsive eagerness to bully and chivvy the Queen and its skill at shaping events for the administration’s own ends: to promote its own identity as the caring moderniser. The film, however, neglects to note how both party and country had already had a dummy-run in converting grief into New Labour politics with the death of the much-loved John Smith - a spasm of public sadness which has become the most utterly forgotten event in modern British history.
While the public mood worsens, the Queen goes to Balmoral with Philip, the Queen Mother and the princes, ostensibly to keep the boys away from the media, but really to retreat, woundedly and angrily, from this mass demonstration of lèse majesté. It is here that a little of the heat goes out of the movie, because the Queen becomes opaque, mentally circling the wagons, and we can’t hear everything that she is thinking. Peter Morgan’s smart script sensibly does not contrive an agonised, tearful dark night of the soul for her. This is, after all, famously the woman who cried in public only for the decommissioning of the royal yacht Britannia. But Morgan does invent a brilliant anti-Disney encounter on the secluded Highland acres, between a deeply depressed Queen and a magnificent stag that has wandered over from a neighbouring estate. She had been crying, but we see only the back of her head. Crying for whom? Not for Diana, that’s for sure. Later, the Queen is shaken into action by seeing the same stag’s horribly decapitated carcass, shot by some corporate suit on a hospitality jaunt: an unsubtle, but ferociously unsentimental piece of symbolism.
It’s such a shame that the Queen is at bay so much, and displayed so often in terms of brow-furrowed silence and worry. That is probably what she is actually like, and all Helen Mirren’s wit and asperity is wishful thinking and dramatic licence. But there were times I felt, that, in art as in life, she was being upstaged by Diana’s ghost. How much more revealing, and entertaining, to have had more unfettered dialogue, and the transgressive thrill of hearing her express an opinion, what Mirren’s Queen calls “the sheer joy of being partial”. I remember Prunella Scales’ performance as HMQ in the TV version of Alan Bennett’s A Question of Attribution in 1992, and feeling a frisson in seeing an actor presuming to play the living Queen with sympathy and intimacy. More subversive than any latex satire.
Now in 2006, this taboo feeling isn’t there, but the film is a sharp reminder that the Queen has doggedly survived, because she has never been required to expend mental energy and political capital in shows of sincerity. She must have been relieved to discover that, unlike her annus horribilis five years previously, when she was forced to pay income tax, it was soon business as usual. No great changes or concessions were ever demanded of her. Now it is President Blair who is in retreat, and all the hopes and idealism of 1997 have crumbled. This is, after all, a period movie that leaves you with a feeling of sadness at how little has changed.
You've read 6 articles in the last year

image1.png




