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Representations of women in Elizabeth

“I am no man’s Elizabeth” cries Cate Blanchette, matching the grandiose nature of her real-life counter-part Elizabeth Tudor. This sentiment is entwined within Shekhar Kapur’s 1998 film Elizabeth, with the titular character adapting to her new royal position, an educational process in which the audience is privy to Elizabeth’s growth into the independent and strong ‘Virgin Queen’. Portrayals of different women in this film serve as a commentary on the portrayal of women in wider cinema with distinct characters fulfilling distinct roles. Kapur also shows strong willing to portray his characters harmonised with feminist film theory.

It is important to note that feminism and feminist critique in cinema are not synonymous. Due to the political divisiveness of modern, feminist film theory is not representative of all women, with issues such as class and race still emerging, but also due to the growing gap between politics and art[footnoteRef:1]. There should also be mention of the realities of the depiction of Elizabeth within the film as historical accuracy is not entirely present[footnoteRef:2]. This is not an issue as the themes and motifs through the film are strong enough to overcome any sense of neo-medievalism[footnoteRef:3].   [1:  Sue Thornham, Feminist Film Theory (New York: New York University Press, 1999). P. 4]  [2:  Roger Ebert, "Elizabeth Movie Review (1998)", Rogerebert.Com, 1998 <https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/elizabeth> [Accessed 23 November 2020].]  [3:  Umberto Eco, "Dreaming Of The Middle Ages", in Travels In Hyperreality: Essays (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1986), pp. 61-85.] 

Elizabeth is a long way from the depictions of females in films of the late ’80s and ’70s, whose films “portrayed them through a limited, constraining and ultimately oppressive repertory of characterisation”[footnoteRef:4]. With such strong female representations originating from a male director, Elizabeth cements scholars such as Noel Carroll who argue that criticism of feminist cinema must ignore the theories of Psychoanalytic Feminism[footnoteRef:5]. These theories being that men are psychologically wired to subject ate women[footnoteRef:6]. With a male director at the helm, Elizabeth raises questions on the efficacy of male-written feminist projects, but by all means, adheres to the principles and moralities of third-wave feminism[footnoteRef:7]. [4:  Noël Carroll, "The Image Of Women In Film: A Defence Of A Paradigm", The Journal Of Aesthetics And Art Criticism, 48.4 (1990), p. 349]  [5:  Carroll, p. 350]  [6:  Kristina Wolff, "Psychoanalytic Feminism", The Blackwell Encyclopaedia Of Sociology, 2007, 1-5.]  [7:  R. Claire Snyder-Hall, "Third-Wave Feminism And The Defence Of "Choice"", Perspectives On Politics, 8.1 (2010), 255-261.] 

 It should be noted that the love affair between Elizabeth and Robert Dudley has no historical evidence, with writer Michael Hirst defending this decision as needing to “push the drama and the tension and the love”[footnoteRef:8]. This reasoning provided by Hirst here is convincing, as the relationship between the two is a strong driving factor in Elizabeth’s growth.  [8: Elizabeth A. Ford and Deborah C. Mitchell, Royal Portraits In Hollywood (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2009), pp. 226-294.] 


Throughout the film, there are various representations of women defined by individual characters or groups of characters. Four characters exist that display different representations of women: the titular Elizabeth (Cate Blanchette), Mary Queen of Scots (Kathy Burke), Mary of Guise (Fanny Ardant), with the fourth being Elizabeth’s ladies in waiting. Each of these representations depicts and provides a commentary on the reception of female characters in the film industry. 
Being the subject of the film, Elizabeth’s development as a character as she defines herself as a woman is the most interesting and well developed in comparison to the secondary female characters. At the beginning of the film, before Elizabeth has taken the crown she is treated with angelic themes manifested on-screen by bright fade cuts enveloping Elizabeth in light, comparable to the representation of her ladies in waiting[footnoteRef:9]. Elizabeth’s agency and her ability to make her own decisions are at its weakest point at the beginning of the film, growing alongside her confidence as she becomes queen. The biggest contention throughout the film is the proposed marriage of Elizabeth which show the subterfuge of planning from the men in her court to reduce or to a political pawn. It is the acts of her male council top overthrow that drives her to start making decisions on her own, refusing marriage to anyone and defeating her enemies in a scene reminiscent to The Godfather (1972). Elizabeth’s ascension to her recognised rule and full agency is what allows Elizabeth to stand out amongst other films with female leads who don’t realise the full potential of their agency[footnoteRef:10].  [9:  Timothy Corrigan, A Short Guide To Writing About Film (New York: Longman, 2004), p. 71.]  [10:  Norma Broude and Mary D Garrard, Reclaiming Female Agency: Feminist Art History After Postmodernism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), pp. 3-13.] 

Elizabeth is aware of her femineity and uses it to her advantage when arguing with the Bishops over the unification law. She uses the fact she is female to win over the thoughts of the bishops, entering into their ‘boy’s club’ and becoming politically eminent. This representation of how a woman can succeed, by being just like the men is potentially harmful to the portrayal of women in cinema and has real-life parallels concerning the female community in the workplace[footnoteRef:11]. The pinnacle of Elizabeth’s transformation a strong woman with agency and choice occurs in the ending scene of the film, in which Elizabeth appears with her stereotypical dress and white makeup, popularised by portraits and other cinematic representations[footnoteRef:12]. Elizabeth’s representation as a female lead and hero within the film are evident with her possessing the necessary characteristics, bravery, intelligence, humility, and her being the subject of a blood-curdling scream “SAVE ME” as she is transported to the Tower of London[footnoteRef:13].  [11:  Jamie Callahan and Lesley Tomaszewski, "Navigating The Good Ol' Boys Club: Women, Marginality, And Communities Of Practice In A Military Non-Profit", Studies In Continuing Education, 29.3 (2007), 259-276.]  [12:  Ford and Mitchell, p. 228]  [13:  Gladys L Knight, Female Action Heroes (Santa Barbara: Greenwood, 2010).] 


Mary Queen of Scots has only a small role in Elizabeth, her death acting as the catalyst for Elizabeth’s ascension to the throne. While short, Mary’s representation is filed with negative portrayals concerning the way in which she looked, her persona becoming that of the ‘wicked stepmother’ antithesis to the normalised role of a woman with her importance “revolving around her physical attraction”[footnoteRef:14]. Mary’s constitution, at least in comparison to Elizabeth’s, a comparison made commonly amongst portrayals of Mary, is more feminine and regarded as “a victim of her gender”[footnoteRef:15]. She is seen to wail and thrash about her throne room, letting her emotions take control compared to the almost stoic crying scene of Elizabeth later in the film. Her presence exemplifies the positive qualities Elizabeth exhibits as queen.   [14:  Sharon Smith, "The Image Of Women In Film: Some Suggestions For Future Research", in Feminist Film Theory (New York: New York University Press, 1999), p. 14. ]  [15:  Ingibjörg Ágústsdóttir, "Mary Queen Of Scots As Feminine And National Icon: Depictions In Film And Fiction", Études Écossaises, 15 (2012), 75-93.] 


Mary de Guise as a female character portrays the aspects and issues of violent women a well as explore sexual freedom in the context of feminism. Mary de Guise, the contemporary ruler of Scotland, is portrayed as a battle-ready warrior clad in armour and commanding her enemies on the battlefield. She displays strong agency by making the active decisions to send a poisoned dress to Elizabeth. The violence of Mary’s actions here is shown in more violent exaggeration than anyone else, falling into the stereotypical ideal of ‘mean woman’. This idea of a ‘mean woman’ may emerge from the lack of depictions of female violence in film, making it more shocking to the audience[footnoteRef:16]. This reading then illustrates the lack of representation of women in the film industry, not by judging Elizabeth, but rather the audience and the film industry at large. Mary de Guise’s character also explores the nature of sexual freedom with being a woman. As the aunt of the Duke of Anjou,  Mary is portrayed as sexually promiscuous, using the act of sexual intercourse to ‘toast’ the supposed betrayal of Elizabeth by Francis Walsingham (Geoffrey Rush). This freedom ultimately betrays her, however, as the next morning she is found dead in her bed. [16:  Neal King and Martha McCaughey, Reel Knockouts: Violent Women In Film (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001).] 


The last major characterisation of female characters comes in the form of Elizabeth’s ladies in waiting. These women present the more stereotypical ideas of femineity with their costumes being ladylike and their almost childish behaviour around the topic of sexual relations. The ladies in waiting represent the innocence of femineity, which towards the end of the movie is killed in a literal sense, with a lady becoming victim to the poisoned dress from France. The death of an innocent run parallels alongside Elizabeth’s journey, as she must become a strong woman above such frivolities. 

Two characters create an almost miscellaneous sense of feminist film theory with their actions on the screens. They are labelled here as miscellaneous, as the first is technically the portrayal of a man with feminine qualities and the other being a very small role in the film There is a scene in which the Duke of Anjou (Vincent Cassel) is revealed to be dressed as woman, this representation of a ‘dropped’ masculinity is seen as a form of deviance and something to be looked down upon, a theme common amongst the misrepresentation of transgender women[footnoteRef:17]. While this may not be the desired representation of transgender women, it could be inferred to be a negative view. The other ‘miscellaneous’ character is unnamed and is only featured in a couple of scenes, and that is the lover of the Duke of Norfolk (Christopher Eccleston). She serves as a useful tool to gain evidence of the Duke’s treachery. As the lover of Norfolk, her betrayal cements the first political decision made between two women and shows the power and potential of an unknown woman causing one of the most powerful men in England to fall. [17:  Nikki Reitz, "The Representation Of Tans Women In Film And Television", Cinethesia, 7.1 (2017), 4.] 


In conclusion, Elizabeth contains elements that raise questions on the portrayal of female figures in film. With such a strong female lead with a well-written character arc, it is a surprise them when side characters portray negative features present in the film industry. By all means, Shekhar Kapur’s depictions of women are more progressive than the stereotypical female characters found on screen and discussed by scholars. There are a few issues that remain when studying Elizabeth with feminist theory in mind; The film is written and directed by men, creating further issues of the misrepresentation of women, but these issues are largely mitigated by the applicability of feminist film theory within Elizabeth.
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