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The Queen (Stephen Frears, 2006) 
 

I do not think The Queen could have been made twenty years ago. Alan Bennett’s A Question 

of Attribution broke down the taboo regarding the divinity that doth hedge a queen, and 

Stephen Frears’ superb film carries on where Bennett left off. 

 But both remain respectful. HMQ triumphs here over herself, as, in Bennett’s play, she 

triumphs over Sir Anthony Blunt. A republican can take no delight in either document. 

 

    
 

Yes, that really is Sylvia Syms as the Queen Mother. 

 
The collective insanity which keeps a bunch of dysfunctional, repressed, right-wing nutters as 

Heads of the British state, may be motivated by the subliminal awareness that it’s a job 

nobody normal would want; and that having, for example, Michael Caine for president of the 

United Republic of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (my own preferred option), wouldn’t 

work so well. The very idea of an amateur, non-executive Head of State is loony, and having 

someone as human as Caine for Head, etc., would show it up. If we did abolish the monarchy, 

presumably the monarchies of Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Holland, Belgium and Spain 

wouldn’t last a generation (is there a king of Italy? I don’t know – the question’s that 

uninteresting). 

 However, in 1997 the collective insanity which kept the Windsors where they were was 

temporarily replaced by an insanity greater still, namely the one which elevated Princess Di 

into a secular saint, not so much because of her non-stop interest in shopping and fucking 

(with which, admittedly, we could empathise better than we could with horse-racing and 

corgis), not so much because she “espoused the causes” of AIDs victims, landmines and 

Bosnia – but because … people need a totem to worship, and she offered them one far more 

substantial than, for example, Jordan, or Posh’n’Becks, do now, nine years later. 

 The day of Di’s funeral I went to the pictures to see The Full Monty (the funeral, said I, 

was that uninteresting). BUT – I left the video running, with a four hour tape in it! Thus I got 

the best of both worlds. 

 We’ll have to wait as usual for the DVD before making the comparison and the final 

judgement, but my suspicion is that Helen Mirren is too human to play HMQ. HMQ’s 

rendition of the fake speech that afternoon was as animated as a sheep staring at an Uzbekh 

dictionary; Mirren, cleverly acting the person beneath the fake speech, conveys, by minute 

head movements, tiny grimaces and eye shifts, how distasteful and humiliating reading the 

cue-card is for her. Not so HMQ. She, like Mirren, was a real professional, but with her, 

unlike with Mirren, professionalism meant keeping your humanity hidden. 

 HMQ (a fact which the film keeps discreetly out of sight), was trained from earliest to 

drink as little as possible first thing, so she never has to pee during her official day. As with 

urine, so with emotions – she was trained, etc., not only not to show them, but not even to feel 

them. The film – brilliantly scripted by Peter Morgan – can’t face this, and gives her, by way 

of redemption, a conscience, a moral / ecological awareness, a tender heart, an imagination, 

buried deep beneath the block-like exterior. Prince Philip’s idea for taking the boys’ minds off 
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it all, you see, is to take them stag-hunting – there’s a fourteen-pointer in the area, the finest 

Balmoral’s seen in generations. He’ll take them out, and shoot it, and that’ll be the medicine 

they need at this trying time (the American James Cromwell, all six feet seven of him, wears 

Philip’s kilt heroically, and snarls through his nose as to the manner born). But HMQ – 

though she says nothing – hates the idea of shooting a stag; and when she and the mighty 

beast come face to face in a mystically private moment, she knows why: the stag is a 

monarch, like her, and is under threat, not, like her, from the imbecile bayings of the press, 

but from the all-too-palpable bayings of her husband’s hounds and gillies. 

 This cunning idea gives the whole concept a core which a mere narration of what 

happened would lack. The stag is shot, not on the Balmoral estate, but on a neighbouring one, 

and not by Philip or one of the boys, but by a merchant banker holidaying there. He only 

injured it; the gillies had to chase it for miles before finishing it off. HMQ goes to see the 

result, and circles its dangling, decapitated corpse, thoughts of Charles I, Louis XVI and 

Nicholas II doubtless going round and round inside her head. 

 With this fiction in our minds, her capitulation to Tony Blair and to the imbecile bayings, 

etc., becomes very moving. She and Philip come south, agree, against all precedent, to the 

Royal Standard flying at half-mast for a woman they hated, get out of their limos and, with 

poker faces, inspect the flowers piled up before the Palace. HMQ reads the inscriptions 

(“Your blood is on their hands”, and so on), with disbelief. Exercising – yes – a queenly self-

control – she turns to a little girl and asks if she may place her flowers for her. “No …” says 

the little girl – and the Queen’s shock, superbly conveyed by Mirren with minimal change of 

expression, becomes our shock. “… they’re for you,” says the little girl, and we breathe again 

with relief and gratitude as she hands the flowers over, and Mirren takes them, thereby saving 

the monarchy. 

 

The mock-ups of Buckingham Palace, Balmoral, and so on, seem excellent. The details of 

royal protocol and sycophancy are wonderful. Alex Jennings, playing Prince Charles this 

time, not Alastair Campbell, has the voice to perfection, and manages real tears at one point 

(they keep Camilla out of the tale). Michael Sheen and Helen McCrory work very well as the 

Blairs (“It’s fish-fingers!” – “Be right with you!”); and, as Alastair Campbell, the true voice 

of rational calculation in the midst of it all, Mark Bazeley manages to be funny and repulsive 

both at once. 

 

The digitisation, photo-montages and multi-directional fakery which puts the actors in the real 

locations is expert. The best moment shows the fictional Mirren, Cromwell, Sheen, McCrory 

and Jennings, listening in the Abbey to the words of the real Earl Spencer (his most horrid 

implications and imprecations are omitted). Stephen Frears then suddenly cuts to a still of the 

real Princess Di, giving the camera her carefully-crafted look of injury and innocence. It 

freezes your blood. 


