COMPARE HOW THE TWO TEXTS EXPLORE THE BURDEN
EXPERIENCED BY THOSE IN LEADERSHIP ROLES.

Stephen Frears’ film The Queen, set in contemporary England, and David Malouf’s novel
Ransom, which unfolds in Ancient Greece, both examine the concept that leadership roles
can act as a burden to those in power, and prevent them from connecting with those whom
they lead. In both texts, the notion of tradition and legacy can be seen to retrain esteemed
individuals from acting according to what a specific situation demands of them, as they
struggle to understand their role in the face of unprecedented events. However, both texts
also examine how the role of the people and one’s public image can play a significant role in
the way those in leadership act, as they carry the responsibility of serving their people and
upholding their public image. Consequently, both Frears and Malouf highlight that although
leadership, at times, can be a burden to those faced with it, esteemed individuals must
combine elements of tradition, their public lives and their own sense of humility in order to
remain favourable among their people, as well as perform their role to the best of their
ability, aiming to lessen such sense of obligation and extreme responsibility.

In both The Queen and Ransom, Frears and Malouf examine how tradition and legacy can
hinder those in leadership from responding to particular situations in an effective manner, as
the notion of upholding precedent and abiding by the rigidity of their prescribed role taunts
them into following such convention. In The Queen, upon the death of Princess Diana, the
Queen retreats to Balmoral as she claims that it “always seems to breathe peace and make
one forget the world and its sad turmoils”. However, although seeking to escape the
confrontational nature of her public life, in the face of such an unprecedented event, Frears
explores how those in power are unable to truly rid themselves of the responsibility of their
role, with the media and public eye following her, even in the setting that “breathe[s] peace’.
When at Balmoral, Prince Phillip declares that “if there is a photographer out there, he could
be the first kill of the day”, emphasising the longing for those in power to, at times, be free of
such constant scrutiny when unsure themselves of how to perform to the standards and
requirements of their traditional role. In a similar manner, in Ransom, king Priam describes
that “all he had to do...was follow convention, slip his arms into the sleeves of an empty
garment” highlighting that his role as a leader is largely representational, and as such, he is
deprived of truly connecting with those around him, forced instead to fulfil the burden of royal
protocol. Upon the death of Hector, therefore, similar to the death of Princess Diana, Priam
leaves the walls of Troy with Somax, however still struggles to connect emotionally with the
“simple workman”. Somax describes Priam’s “royal custom - the habit of averting his gaze”,
which, similar to the queen and her desire to escape to Balmoral when confronted with such
a tumultuous event, highlights the desire of leaders to restrain themselves emotionally from
those around them, afraid of revealing elements of humility that go outside their previous
precedents and conventions established by royal convention. Through this, both Frears and
Malouf aim to examine how, in the “realm of the royal”, the burden of leadership and
upholding an element of stoicism can prevent leaders from responding according to how a
situation demands of them. For Queen Elizabeth, such emotional suppression leads her to
be heavily criticised by those in the media, with Frears utlisising real-time media footage of a
women declaring “I think it’s disgusting that they’ve not appeared or said a word relating to
this” to showcase how the burden of leadership can leave those in power to risk their public
respect and reputations, out of the need to uphold previous tradition and convention.
Likewise, in Ransom, the people’s response of “is the king deserting them?” upon Priam
leaving the walls of Troy in a “rigid” manner, “within protocol” examine how the burden of
leadership and the need to refrain from responding emotionally impact upon the ways
leaders are regarded by their people in times of uncertainty. Thus, both texts highlight the
ability for tradition and royal protocol to act as a burden to those in position in leadership,
potentially damaging their public approval.
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On the other hand, both Frears and Malouf highlight how the role of the public within such
times of crisis are able to shape the responses of leaders, as they seek to uphold what is
required of them by those whom they lead. In Ransom, although initially Priam’s refusal; to
abide by Hecuba and leave the walls of Troy causes public backlash, as “the crowd, for all
its high spirits, did not know how to respond”, ultimately, his ability to support the grieving
city of Troy and return with the body of Hector gained him widespread public respect.
Ransom, which is set in the midst of the Trojan war, is a novel that examines how leaders in
such unprecedented, sorrowful times, such as that of a war, can often be pressured to stand
by their city and their people, and thus in leaving for the “enemy” camp, Priam is initially
criticised by Hecuba, who is “still thinking in the old way”. However, upon gaining the body of
Hector, Priam proudly declares “this is triumph”, illustrating how, although initially sceptical,
Priam was able to use the burden of being a leader to shape his response to the death of his
son, fulfilling the needs of those around him. On the other hand, in The Queen, Malouf seeks
to examine how Tony Blair, although failing to gain the respect of the royal family, has his
response to the death of Princess Diana shaped by the needs of his people. Through the
use of a montage, Frears portrays Blair as a man described by the media to be “a wonderful
new Prime Minister...a compassionate young man...such a breath of fresh air”, highlighting
how, amidst the rigidity of Britain’s leadership, Blair is able to act in a “compassionate”
manner to fulfil the needs of those around him. Yet, Frears also seeks to examine how the
burden of being “a man that’s just been elected by the whole nation”, Blair also has the
responsibility to act on behalf of his people and fulfil their needs, even if this creates tensions
between what is expected of him by those who value convention. Unlike king Priam, who is
able to “face Hecuba and prevail” to respond to the needs of his people, Blair's need to act
in accordance with the wishes of the British people, and wider media, mean that he loses
respect from the Royal Family, who initially value tradition over the need to “modernise”.
Blair's statement that “she was the people’s princess, and that's how she will stay, how she
will remain, in our hearts and in our memories”, is shown by Frears to amass tears from
several of the British people, as they approve of Blair for his public show of affection. Yet,
the Queen Mother can be seen to refer to the prime minister as “that silly mister Blair with
his Cheshire cat grin”, illustrating how the burden of leadership and fulfilling one’s obligation
to the people can create tensions between those in such roles, and their fellow leaders. In
Malouf's novel, although such revolutionary actions can be seen to garner respect from his
people, in proposing his initial plan to Hecuba, she replies with “for the moment we will
speak no more of this”, mirroring the Queen Mother’s response to the requirement of such
emotion, and Malouf seeks to examine the tensions that result from being a leader, and the
need to uphold what is required of such individuals by their constituents. Thus, it is this
notion that is examine by both Frears and Malouf to be one of the primary burdens of
leadership, as in acting according to the values and desires of the public, both Priam and
Tony Blair prompt heavy criticism from fellow leaders, particularly those who value the
fulfilment of tradition and protocol, thus illustrating the difficulties that come with the role of
being an esteemed individual.

Yet, both texts also seek to examine the notion that although leadership is largely a great
burden for those faced with the role, it is also something that must be performed in a humble
and compassionate manner, as leaders integrate both elements of their own emotion, and
tradition, to fulfil their duty. In The Queen, the media is quick to report upon Elizabeth’s lack
of emotive response that “1 in 4” were in favour of overthrowing the monarchy, thus
highlighting her inability to fulfil the needs of her people. Arguably, it is this notion, coupled
with her struggle to maintain a degree of stoicism when confronted with such grief, that leads
to her emotional outburst at Balmoral. This scene, shot using a mid-shot with the audience
viewing Queen Elizabeth from behind, acts as a catalyst for her ability to adopt a “more
modern perspective”, as she comes to realise the slow degradation occurring to her royal
reputation. In a similar manner, Achilles, when confronted with the death of his “soulmate”
Patroclus, weeps “without restraint” however still aims to “be so convincing to the withesses
of this barbaric spectacle that there was a living man at the centre of it”, highlighting Malouf’s
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notion that even in the face of such grief, leaders still aim to fulfil their royal image and
portray an element of stoicism toward their people. In being Greece’s most valued warrior,
and having entered “the rough world of men”, Achilles allows himself to fall victim to “the self
consuming rage that drives him” when presented with the image of Priam appealing to him
“as a father”, as he declares “the man is clearly not his father, but for half a hundred beats of
his heart, his father had been truly present to him’. Through this, Malouf portrays the concept
that upon allowing themselves to realise their own emotions and acknowledge their feelings
in times of grief and sorrow, leaders are able to allow themselves to act in unconventional
manners, expressing their own humility and sidelining the burden of leadership in favour of
their own moral compass and emotional needs. This idea is echoed in Frears’ film, where
the queen’s emotional outburst acts as the catalyst for her emotionally-guided response of
interacting with her constituents at the front of Buckingham Palace, a move that leads the
media to report “this is almost unprecedented”. Upon reading the cards attached to Diana’s
tributes, which included messages such as “they have your blood on their hands”, the queen
is able to realise that in fulfilling the traditional burden of being a leader and upholding royal
protocol, she has failed to maintain the respect required to effectively perform her role that is
given to her by the British people. Thus, in accepting a bouquet of flowers from a member of
the crowd, and appealing to them “as your queen, and as a grandmother”, the Queen, like
Achilles, allows herself to appeal emotionally to others and allow herself to “modernise”,
tailoring her response to the situation before her. The line “as your queen, and as a
grandmother” is significant as Frears highlights that in combing the obligation of being “your
queen”, as well as the emotional requirements of acting “as a grandmother”, Queen
Elizabeth is able to effectively perform her role as the “head of state” and allow herself to
view being a monarch as less of a burden, and more of an opportunity to guide her people
through such times of sorrow. This notion of using grief as a means to act free of burden or
obligation, conveyed by both Malouf and Frears, highlights how although those in leadership
roles are heavily influenced by the expectations and traditions required of them, at times,
they must combine such expectations with the need for an expression of humility and
genuine emotion, in order to perform their roles as respected individuals to the greatest
extent possible.

Ultimately, both David Malouf’s Ransom and Stephen Frears’ The Queen convey how
leadership can be a burden to those confronted with it, however, in incorporating their own
sense of emotion and vulnerability, leaders are able to perform their role to their greatest
ability. In both texts, Frears and Malouf examine how, in unprecedented times, the response
of leaders can be shaped by tradition and convention, as they are prevented from acting in
ways required of them by their people. Conversely, however, both texts also seek to
examine the difficulties of those in power when fulfilling the needs of the people, yet
simultaneously creating tension with others around them, as the obligation of being a leader
leaves those in power unable to satisfy people in all aspects of their lives. Despite this, both
Frears and Malouf highlight how, despite the difficulties and burdens that are attached to
leadership roles, in sidelining the rigidity of tradition and public expectations, and acting in
ways that foreground one’s own emotions and feelings, leaders are able to perform their role
to the greatest extent, thus lessening the burden of such responsibilities.
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