STORYTELLERS PLAY AN IMPORTANT ROLE IN THE QUEEN
AND RANSOM. DISCUSS.

Stephen Frears’ biopic The Queen and David Malouf’s novel Ransom explore the
significance of storytellers and elucidate their roles in manipulating perception and
constructing narratives within texts. While Ransom is set in war-torn Troy during the
protracted Trojan war, The Queen depicts the significance of storytellers in the context of
modern Britain in the wake of Princess Diana’s premature death and during a period of
increasing media presence. In both texts, storytellers are used to control the narrative as
well as other people’s perception of the truth. Storytellers are also, to varying degrees,
shown to be the catalysts for transformative change for certain individuals. In essence,
although storytellers are venerated in Ransom and demonised in The Queen, they both play
a central role in the narratives of their respective texts. Thus, the storytellers’ ability to
construct narratives, rewrite the script and recount experiences highlight their importance to
both Ransom and The Queen.

In both Ransom and The Queen, storytellers play a prominent role in constructing public
personas and defining the truth. Following the death of Princess Diana, the media, the
primary storytellers in The Queen, celebrate her as an affable and generous personality, with
Alastair Campbell dubbing her “the people’s princess”, resulting in Diana being deified and
exalted by the public. However, Charles claims that “the two Dianas, theirs and ours, bear no
relation to one another at all”’, believing that the persona she presented during her life to the
public and media, and her identity behind closed doors were drastically different. The
media’s monopoly over the construction of public personas allows the creation of Diana’s
cult of personality, demonstrating the significance of their role in positioning the public. It
illustrates how the media are able to rewrite the story of Diana’s life and determine the way
she will be remembered. Conversely, as stories are primarily passed on through word of
mouth, the role of the storyteller is one that is shared by many in Ransom, however, the
storytellers’ capacity to control public perception and determine the narratives of others
remains unchanged. Both Priam and Achilles, powerful figureheads, rely on others,
specifically “other men”, to determine their legacy. As Priam feels constricted in his role as
king, he journeys to the Archean encampment in the hope that “when men speak my name it
will stand forever as proof of what | was”. This is because he recognises the value in other
people telling stories of him when he is gone, particularly stories of him as a father and a
man away from his kingly duties. In contrast, while Priam actively seeks the public’s
veneration, Achilles feels trapped by the legacy others have created for him, one of a great
and powerful warrior, demonstrating the omnipresence of storytellers in his life. Instead,
Achilles wishes to escape the world “where a man’s acts follow him wherever he goes in the
form of story” and be able to truly express himself, and be seen by others, as a common
man rather than a symbolic hero. Hence, it is apparent that irrespective of the characters’
high standing in society, they are still at the whim of those who tell their stories and it is the
storytellers who have complete authority over how others will perceive them. While the
media in The Queen have a monopoly on public narratives, stories in Ransom are created
through unnamed “men”; nevertheless, both texts elucidate storytellers’ ability to define the
truth.

Further, storytellers act as catalysts for transformative change in both texts to varying
degrees. The transformative nature of storytellers is particularly pertinent in Ransom as the
text focuses primarily on the power of Somax’s word of mouth storytelling and his ability to
influence others and propel the narrative. Unlike the Queen whose change is driven by
necessity, Priam is guided through his personal development by Somax’s nature of retelling
moralistic experiences such as his everlasting regret for punching his son, highlighting the
capacity for storytellers to transform others. Without Somax, who “let his tongue run on”,
Priam’s metamorphosis would never have occurred and he would not have been able to gain
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a richer understanding of life outside the “royal sphere”. Similarly, Priam’s “lively [... and]
emotion[al]” interactions with Somax allow him to develop a genuine and heartfelt connection
and enlightens him on the value of companionship and familial relationships. It is the
personal nature of Somax’s storytelling and his close bond with Priam that inspires Priam’s
spiritual awakening and determines Somax’s capacity to enact a transformative and long-
lasting metamorphosis for Priam. In contrast, the media in The Queen is not capable of
establishing such an intimate relationship with its audience and as such, does not have the
same transformative impact as Somax. Following Earl Spencer’s declaration that the media
“has her blood on [their] hands”, the media’s primary intention is to shift blame and, in doing
so, imposes fault for Diana’s death upon the royal family. Through the archival footage and
newspapers that are interspersed in various scenes. Frears successfully portrays the media
as overwhelming and omnipresent. However, the Queen remains reluctant to diverge from
traditions to appease the public outcry because the media’s depersonalised storytelling and
fear mongering is designed to attack rather than invoke change. The media’s condemnatory
attitude and antagonistic reporting is uninspiring and elicits the opposite effect of Somax’s
stories. In the end, the Queen only capitulates as a result of Blair’s insistence and his
personal advice which provides a clear path forward for the royal family. This evidences the
notion that storytelling requires a personal element and its transformative nature is just as
dependent on the storyteller who tells the story as it is the story itself. Despite the Queen
only capitulating temporarily out of necessity, both her and Priam’s departure from tradition
and the oft travelled path demonstrates the capacity for those who tell stories to lay down the
foundations for change in both texts.

Ultimately, while the authors of both texts illustrate the powerful influence of storytellers, it is
also imperative to consider how Malouf and Frears have constructed their narratives to
express and emphasise the importance of storytellers. Malouf alters his source material, the
lliad, intentionally creating the character of Somax whose primary function is as a storyteller.
Somax’s experiences are only told to guide Priam’s personal metamorphosis, underscoring
the text’'s emphasis on storytellers as a driving force of the narrative. Frears, too, makes a
slight departure from the original narrative by ensuring that Alastair, not Blair, is depicted as
the one who coins the term “the people’s princess”, demarcating a standalone storyteller role
in a similar way to Malouf. These constructed characters only serve as storytellers and are
seldom given characterisation that does not serve to spur the central characters into action.
Therefore, both texts use storytellers as a medium for change. Further, the media comes to
life as a standalone character through the injection of archival footage and other mediums
such as newspapers and news reports, allowing the media to become an embodiment of
storytelling. Moreover, the inclusion of raw, archival footage from the mass media era in The
Queen demonstrates an element of realism and dedication to the truth, highlighting how,
unlike in Ransom, once a story has been told it cannot be further altered by its storyteller.
Nonetheless, the deeper analysis of both texts only serves to reinforce the interpretation that
the construct of narratives and demarcation of specific characters as storytellers emphasises
the importance of storytellers in Ransom and The Queen.
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