COMPARE HOW EACH TEXT PRESENTS PEOPLE RESPONDING
TO GRIEF

When faced with the loss of something or someone central to our existence, the typical
human response is to descend into feelings of grief. Such feelings have the capacity to
overwhelm and control a person’s actions, thus leading them to behave in a manner that
might be considered by others as irrational or unreasonable. Both David Malouf’s novel
Ransom and Stephen Frears’ film The Queen explore these responses by examining the
events surrounding the loss of individuals whose status in society means their death has a
far-reaching and significant impact. As the protagonists of each text grapple with their
emotions, they must find a way to process their own complex feelings whilst also guiding
entire communities through their suffering. The journeys of these characters ultimately
reveal that it is through shared human experiences that it is possible to process grief, and
thus find the strength to move forwards, regardless of what life may bring.

The shock generated by the sudden and unexpected loss of a person who has played a
central role in one’s existence can be difficult to process. For many, it can lead to a retreat
into the self in order to cope with pain. This can be seen through Achilles as Malouf utilizes
animal imagery to depict him as a man “half-wild” with rage who “weeps for
Patroclus...without restraint”. The use of the words “without restraint” connotes the
uncontrollable nature of his grief response that leaves his Myrmidons “no longer knowl[ing]
what authority they are under” implying that his inability to place focus and attention outside
of his internal struggles has left his people without a leader. Thus suggesting that his
decision to blindly and internally grapple with grief is not an option for an authoritative
individual. The simile “like a man who has climbed out of his grave” further implies that he is
no longer living and has let his sorrow for the death of his “soulmate” entirely consume his
being. Priam is also depicted to be “wrestling with dark thoughts [and with] ... grief that racks
him” likewise implying that he has retreated from his people and is choosing to deal with his
turmoil internally. Whilst Frears also depicts Elizabeth an individual who resorts to grappling
with her misery within herself, her response is much more reserved if compared with the
dramatic and even aggressive response expressed by Priam and Achilles. The decision of
the Royal Family to retreat to Balmoral paired with the sweeping panning shots of their
surroundings there, highlights the isolation they force themselves into in order to cope with
their sorrow. Similarly the vulnerable moment in which Elizabeth’s head is turned away from
the camera whilst she sobs alone in the hills emphasises the lonely grief she faces and how,
due to her role, she feels forced to seclude her pain from others and suffer on the inside.
Therefore, Malouf and Frears imply that the pressure forced upon leaders compels them to
retreat within themselves in order to truly confront their pain and suffering. While the two
texts do differ in the extent to which the protagonists express their sorrows, the common
theme still remains that leaders often have no choice but to seclude themselves from others
in order to facilitate the initial aspect of their grieving process.

The difficult challenge leaders therefore face when they must process their grief, is that they
are constantly under public scrutiny, and thus may be criticized for their actions. Therefore,
the decision of leaders to deal with their grief inwardly results in a lack of reprieve from
suffering for those around them which often manifests in anger. The many signs created by
British Public stating things such as “Diana deceived in marriage, hounded by the
establishment” along with the claims that they find the behaviour of the royal family
“disgraceful” and “disgusting” expresses their dismay towards the adamance of the Royal
Family to keep Diana’s death a “private matter”. Therefore, due to the retreat of the royal
family to Balmoral, the public feel compelled to construct an enemy in The Establishment
due to the lack of support they feel they are receiving from their leader in a time of crisis and
suffering. The role of the modern media in instigating the anger felt towards the Royal Family
by the British Public results in “one in four wishing to abolish the monarchy all together”
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emphasising Frears message of how deeply the modern media affects one’s emotions and
actions. Thus, how they are very easily able to amplify and dramatise the sorrow expressed
by the British people and stunt their grieving process by maintaining them in a state of
anger. Whilst Ransom lacks the presence of the modern media to amplify criticism faced by
leaders in their response to grief, the absence of reprieve from misery similarly instigates
anger and aggression in many individuals. Achilles’ inability to progress through his grieving
process due to his internalised sorrow results in him “break[ing] daily every rule [he has]
been taught to live by” by desecrating Hector's body. This manifestation of his anger
outwardly into the body of his enemy, whilst more dramatic and aggressive than the
response of the British Public, still conveys the same message that those who are unable to
gain the support they crave whilst grieving respond with anger. While Achilles is manifesting
his own rage he also simultaneously faces criticism, like Elizabeth, for the way in which he is
expressing his sorrows. This most prominently comes from the epithets of Hecuba
describing him as a “butcher” and “a jackal” creating grotesque imagery for the reader whilst
also implying that his expression of grief is illogical and inhumane.

Therefore, similarly to the British public, Hecuba's absence of relief from the death of her
son causes her to create an enemy in Achilles, whilst he is arguably more deserving of this
title than the Royal family are, she is similarly unable to process her grief without support
and is hence manifesting it elsewhere. Whilst Frears does examine the role of the media in
amplifying this sense of anger, both authors still therefore convey that leaders must try and
support their people in times of crisis and sorrow. This is imperative so that their inaction is
not criticised and a rift is not created between parties, in a time where togetherness and
support is of paramount importance.

Therefore, what is needed to ‘untie the knot’ of suffering is the support and compassion of
another. Consequently, once this occurs it becomes evident that shared grief is what
enables individuals to achieve catharsis. Somax’s ability to acknowledge and not smother
Priam whilst he weeps “small sounds” that are “wordless” behind his cart exemplifies how
his nature as a “simple workman” has allowed him to “understand [Priam] well enough” to
leave him alone in this private moment. This conveys that whilst Somax has provided Priam
with much needed support throughout his journey to ransom Hector, Somax’s ability to
identify with Priam in that moment due to the loss of his children in the past, has shaped him
into an individual who is truly able to facilitate the grieving process for others. Priam
consequently learns from Somax and successfully empathises with Achilles as “an ordinary
man” and has a moment where he feels “the air is fresh and clear”. This acts as a motif to
symbolise how Somax’s compassion for Priam throughout his suffering has led to him
experiencing catharsis and has thus completed his cycle of grief. This also has led him to
express a sense of humanity he never thought was possible. While Somax’s empathy and
support for Priam is much more intimate than Tony Blair's experience with the public and
Elizabeth, Blair still provides them with similar assistance and leads them to feel cleansed of
their sorrow. His immediate understanding that Diana’s death was “going to be massive” and
that the people did not simply “like her” they “loved her” truly accentuates his ability to stand
up and support his people through this difficult time, hence displaying his capability of
allowing their grieving process to flow. Similarly labelling Diana as their “people’s princess”
further accentuates his empathy for their loss. His understanding of Elizabeth’s need to
express her humanity therefore influences his decision to encourage her to “return to
London” as it is “not [him] [the public] want to see”. This exemplifies his ability to understand
what is required to allow both the public and Elizabeth to truly process their grief as he is a
compassionate individual who is aware of how essential it is for leaders to express their
human identity. It is therefore after Elizabeth expresses an element of humanity and
vulnerability in empathising with her people “as a grandmother” that both her and the public
are truly able to complete their cycle of suffering and be cleansed of their grief. Blair's
acknowledgement that Elizabeth is “struggling to lead the world in mourning” and refusal to
condemn her for this as he is aware of how difficult this “shift in values” is for her, also
implies again that, like Somax, Blair is a considerate individual who strives to acknowledge
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and accept the different ways in which individuals respond to their grief and support them
accordingly. Malouf and Frears therefore convey that it is those who are compassionate and
supportive of others through their struggles who truly allow the grieving cycle to flow. It is
therefore these individuals' understanding of the imperative nature of a leader expressing
their humanity to those they lead that allows all individuals to be cleansed of their suffering
and eventually respond to their grief in a healthy and cathartic manner.

Ultimately, whilst Ransom and The Queen are separated by time they both communicate
that grief has the power to consume and destroy. Malouf and Frears convey that it is through
the symbolic steps taken by Priam, Elizabeth and Achilles as they venture into the previously
ignored realm of human emotion that they are truly able to experience catharsis and remove
themselves from the consuming power of their suffering. Therefore, the authors accentuate
that the presence of human connection, empathy and compassion are the essential
ingredients “to cut this knot we are all tied in”.
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