
 
Despite the contrasting mediums of novel and biographical film, both Ransom and The 
Queen respectively invite audiences to consider the trials and tribulations of leadership 
across generations and cultures. Both Malouf and Frears elucidate upon the important role 
of symbolic gestures in society and as a crucial component of effective leadership, shaping 
one’s legacy and the traditions of death itself. Although Queen Elizabeth II comes to 
recognise this, she remains apprehensive, unlike Priam who ultimately cherishes the power 
of symbolism.  
 
Both texts acknowledge the critical ability to use symbolic gestures to help reshape an 
individual’s legacy and story. Struggling to reconcile the role of the crown with a personal 
identity, many leaders become acutely aware that they can regain control of their narrative 
with the power of emblematic action. Malouf invites readers into the mind of Priam, King of 
Troy, embittered by the desecration of his sons’ body by Achilles, as he becomes 
empowered – upon the reflection of his own life as a father – to make changes to his 
personal legacy. Indeed, he understands the narrative of his own life as King “Priam, the 
price paid,” his name a permanent reminder of the sacrifice his sister Hesione made to free 
him from slavery. Certainly, similar to Queen Elizabeth II who also unexpectedly inherited 
the throne, Priam has since been compelled – as King - to “let nothing peep out of the real 
man inside,” alleviating his identity as a father. Malouf demonstrating the power of symbolic 
gestures, Priam is visited by the messenger god Iris in a dream, where he understands that 
he must undertake “something impossible, something new” if he is to recover the body of his 
son: “to go humbly as a father and as a man” stripped free from the protection of his royalty. 
Indeed, it is this gesture which is the focal point of the text, a brief moment in the broader 
story of the Iliad from which Malouf crafted this novel – an intentional choice to highlight that 
Priam sacrificing his desire for vengeance to proceed as “a plain main” is one of the most 
poignant moments of courage and true leadership of the Homeric epics. Similarly struck by 
tragedy upon the death of Diana, Frears suggests that Queen Elizabeth is more tightly 
bound to monarchic traditionality as this gesture to regain her own narrative does not come 
as easily as Priam. Juxtaposed against “the great modernizer” of Tony Blair, the Queen 
spends much of the film emotionally paralysed “in a state of shock” as the “public reaction 
has completely thrown her” as the modern expectations of the 1990’s insidiously seeps its 
way into the walls of Buckingham Palace. She sticks to the “way [the establishment] do 
things in [Britain]” in response to Diana’s death, initially refusing to control her own narrative 
as the people around her like Robin Janvrin and Prince Charles bridge the gap, symbolic 
and often literal, between the Queen – traditionality – and Tony Blair, the “great moderniser.” 
Coming to empathise with the Queen who has “given her whole life in service to her people,” 
Blair rejects the “bully[ing] of [The Queen]” by the press and instead begins to work with her 
to allow her to regain her legacy before it destroys her – suggested in the same way that the 
press ‘destroyed’ Diana’s life with the symbolism of the stag who was brutally hunted and 
killed, also a nod to the symbol of the god Diana. In the end, it is the symbolic gestures of 
stepping away from tradition and stoicism, through allowing the funeral to proceed through 
the streets and appearing in front of the people, that allow the Queen and the Royal family to 
reshape their legacy. Just as Priam is described, it is without doubt that those gestures by 
both leaders at that time mean that “[they] will be remembered for as long as such stories 
are told,” an intensely profound statement on the importance of symbolic gestures. 
 
Malouf and Frears alike both explore and assert the importance of appearing as the common 
man as a symbolic gesture for those who wear the crown. Leaders, often hidden away in 
their residences, can seem far removed from society and the common man, and indeed both 
texts come to demonstrate the importance of leaders being able to be a part of the society 
they lead. Indeed, it is Prince Charles who acknowledges the contrasting and often 
juxtaposed versions of Diana “the public’s and ours” having “no relation to each other at all” 



which Frears uses to highlight the disparity between ‘common society’ – the public version of 
Diana that was known for having affairs and engaging with celebrities – and the elevated 
status of leadership. Frears explores how this divide, between the common man and their 
leaders, can create tension between the two parties as seen in the film where the public 
becomes increasingly frustrated at the “bunch of freeloading, emotionally retarded nutters” 
residing in Buckingham Palace. Frears further fortifies this divide with imagery of Balmoral, 
with its old heritage and luscious, expansive greenery, with specific wide angle camera shots 
in these scenes amplifying the rolling hills and the scenery, to demonstrate that the Royal 
Family live a life unrecognisable to that of the common man, similar of course to the 
spacious castle rooms available to Priam. These are juxtaposed, sometimes scene by 
scene, with the life of Tony Blair, a common man in amongst the hustle of his family home, 
and yet, still a successful leader. Frears thus acknowledges that successful leaders, in this 
case meaning having the public support, comes from connection with commonality – as 
camera shots depict the Blair family all together eating fish fingers. It is only the Queen’s 
symbolic gesture at the end of the film, after much apprehension, of making a speech in front 
of the public – a symbolic camera shot showing how the people of England ‘have the back’ – 
supporting – of the Queen – which eventually helps her connect with the public and reverse 
the “one in four in favour of abolishing the monarchy.” Frears cements this with the Queen’s 
speech itself as she admits, on live television in front of the nation, that she feels grief “as a 
grandmother,” a comment which Tony Blair rightly – perhaps a nod towards Frears own 
feelings – describes as “extraordinary,” allowing her to “survive.” Malouf explores this in a 
similar way, expect that Priam is much more enticed by the opportunity to make such a 
symbolic gesture, in this case being the physical and symbolic journey “outside the gates” of 
the Kingdom of Troy where he discovers, alongside Somax – a common man in all regards – 
the delicacies of common life such as “fish nibbling” at his feet. Certainly, as the fish swim 
away from him, seemingly uninterested in him, it becomes clear that outside the walls of 
Troy, he becomes an object of very little intrigue – much unlike the pompous fair of royalty 
he is accustomed to. This symbolic gesture he makes also becomes important as he begins 
to understand his own people more, and their everyday life, such as the detailed and 
descriptive text Malouf write about the griddlecakes – a small aspect of life which Priam had 
not thus far thought of. Malouf further fortifies this idea of the power of such a symbolic 
gesture – becoming the common man – as Achilles also, for a brief moment, transcends 
beyond a powerful warrior when he is faced with Priam, a moment where he becomes just a 
son as he mistakes Priam for his father Peleus. It is thus explored in both texts, in slightly 
contrasting ways, that much success and happiness can be found from leaders 
understanding and becoming a part of the common society which they serve – fortifying the 
importance of such symbolic gestures as the ones made by both the Queen and Priam. 
 
Certainly, a central theme to both texts is the exploration of the important symbolic gestures 
of death and ceremony held by both societies. Demonstrating the perennial, human nature 
of the ceremonies of death, both texts, despite being separated by both time and culture, 
unite to acknowledge the importance of such gestures in times of mourning. Indeed, in the 
Kingdom of Troy – a theocracy by many measures – the respect and traditions of death are 
seen as crucial to the order of a morally balanced world, kept in check by the Gods 
themselves. Malouf acknowledges that Achilles treatment of Hector’s body is a deeply 
insidious affront of the Gods, as symbolised by the constant replenishment of his body every 
night in the tent, “all his limbs newly restored.” The ancient culture has established important 
symbolic gestures for the dead, such as the wrapping of bodies and proper treatment, which 
are central to the completion of mourning and grief. Malouf further recognises this as 
Achilles is confronted, towards the end of the text, by the women wrapping and preparing 
Hector’s body to be ransomed to Priam – an important part, and symbolic gesture, of 
society. Eerily similar to these ideas, the society of 1990’s England has its own set of 
important symbolic traditions and gestures for the dead. Indeed, Frears film highlights how 
much of the distain from the public towards the Queen transpires from the lack of some 
symbolic gestures towards the death of Diana – such as no flag flying at half mast, which 



Tony Blair expresses extreme dismay at. The ceremony and the necessity of the gestures 
for the public to be able to mourn become the central focus of the antipathy towards the 
Monarchy in the film. Thus, both texts acknowledge the extreme importance of these 
symbolic gestures surrounding death and its ceremonies which Priam aims to restore, and 
the Queen eventually submits to acknowledging. 
 
Thus, both texts, despite heralding from different times and cultures, share similarities and 
differences which demonstrate the challenges and pitfalls of leadership, and the necessity to 
be flexible in the duty of the crown. In contrasting ways, both Malouf and Frears assert the 
importance of symbolic gestures in all facets of society from successful leadership in 
appearing as the common man, to reshaping ones path and even the events of death itself. 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 


