A QUEEN FOR ALL SEASONS: ELIZABETH II 
In The Audience, Peter Morgan emphasizes the sense of duty, service to country and Commonwealth, and even personal sacrifice that have marked the long reign of Queen Elizabeth II. While the times, and prime ministers of the United Kingdom, change around her, the Queen remains a strong and im​portant symbol of British tradition. Yet, as the play shows, she is not merely a symbolic figurehead, but also a source of wisdom and steady guidance for the country’s elected political leaders and its people.
Elizabeth was born in Mayfair, London on April 21, 1926, daughter of then- Prince Albert, Duke of York and Elizabeth, Duchess of York. Elizabeth was affectionately cared for by Margaret ‘Bobo’ MacDonald, her nursery maid. MacDonald would continue to serve Elizabeth for 67 years, later as the Queen’s dresser. The Elizabeth of The Audience credits Bobo’s influence for her ability to relate to ordinary people; the real-life Queen made sure that MacDonald received around-the-clock medical care as her health began to decline in 1993, when Bobo was 89—clearly a sign of the close bond that had developed between the two women.
In 1937, Elizabeth’s father was crowned King George VI, after his older brother, Edward III, suddenly abdicated the throne to marry his American mistress, the divorcée Wallis Simpson. In the years that followed, it was the new king’s responsibility, together with Prime Minister Winston Churchill (in office after the death of PM Neville Chamberlain in 1940), to lead Britain in the Second World War. 
During these turbulent and often grim years, the young Elizabeth did her part for her country. At 14, she appeared on a radio broadcast offering solace to the many children who had been evacuated from British cities on ac​count of the German air strikes. Elizabeth also took on a more hands-on role in the war effort, joining the Women’s Auxiliary Territorial Service, for which she trained as a driver and mechanic. 
From an early age, and well before her coronation, Elizabeth’s earnest devotion to her country was readily apparent. She had also, by this point in her life, met the man who was to be her hus​band: Prince Phillip of Greece and Denmark, who later, after acquiring British citizenship, took the title Duke of Edinburgh. 
Elizabeth first met Philip (her second cousin once removed) when she was just 13 years old. They became formally engaged in July 1947, when Elizabeth was 21 years old, and were mar​ried later that year, on November 20. One year later, Elizabeth gave birth to the couple’s first child, Prince Charles. Their second, Princess Anne, followed in 1950. 
In 1952, following the death of her father, Elizabeth acceded to the throne; she was formally crowned as Queen a year later, on June 2, 1953. From early in her reign, one of Elizabeth’s greatest concerns was the continuing transition of the once-mighty British Empire into the looser confederation of the Common​wealth of Nations, a group of former British colonial holdings that includes Canada, along with Australia, South Africa, India, Pakistan, Nigeria, and Singapore, among other diverse states. The combined population of these countries is 2.1 billion people, nearly a third of the world’s total population. The Queen is officially the Head of the Commonwealth, and is thus recog​nized, mainly symbolically, as the monarch of Commonwealth countries. 
As The Audience suggests, particularly in Elizabeth’s tense conversation with Margaret Thatcher, the promotion of the Commonwealth has consistently remained one of the Queen’s foremost priorities. However, this emphasis on the Commonwealth and its far-flung member-states has perhaps contrib​uted to the UK’s relative sense of isolation from continental Europe. 
In 1956, France had considered joining the Commonwealth, a decision that potentially could have fostered closer connections between the UK and Europe, but ultimately France determined instead to sign the Treaty of Rome, leading to the creation of the European Economic Community, the forerunner to the European Union. Although the Queen’s commitment to the Commonwealth cannot on its own explain Britain’s recent, controversial decision to leave the EU, this historical commitment (and its antecedent in Britain’s past imperial grandeur) forms part of the complex picture of Britain’s strained relationship with Europe, as suggested in the Queen’s meeting with PM David Cameron in The Audience. 
The former British Empire has been a sphere of dynamic change during the decades of Elizabeth’s reign. In particular, former British colonies in Africa and the Caribbean have sought decolonization. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Rhodesia, Barbados, Guyana, Botswana, the Bahamas, and Grena​da (among other nations), gained independence, though most of these remained loyal to the Queen within the context of the expanding Common​wealth. Canada itself evolved into a similar relationship with Britain and the Crown around this period. During Pierre Trudeau’s time as Prime Minister of Canada, Canada moved increasingly toward full political independence, with its formal patriation removing the role of the British Parliament within Canadian constitutional politics. However, as elsewhere in the world, Canada continued to recognize Elizabeth as its official head of state. Trudeau, despite his famous irreverence (most notoriously, sliding down banisters at Bucking​ham Palace), later praised Elizabeth’s “grace” and “wisdom” in his memoir. 
The 1980s were marked by the Queen’s sometimes uneasy relationship with Britain’s first female Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, and the meteoric rise to fame of Princess Diana within popular culture, not just in Britain but around the world. The Queen, despite her position of official impartiality with regard to Britain’s political parties and their leaders, could not entirely hide her personal dislike of Thatcher, mocking the PM’s accent and referring to her as “that woman.” The two also clashed on important political issues, such as Britain’s entry into the Falkland Islands war and— as The Audience alludes— Thatcher’s attitude toward the striking miners’ unions and her refusal to impose sanctions against South Africa’s government. 
Meanwhile, in 1981, Prince Charles wed Diana Spencer, given the title Princess of Wales. As the couple’s relationship deteriorated in the years that followed, leading to their separation and eventual divorce, the inevitable media spotlight left the Royal Family, not least the Queen, in an awkward and difficult position. 
Diana was, in fact, one of the numerous causes for the Queen’s self-de​scribed “horrible year,” in 1992. Andrew Morton’s tell-all book, Diana: Her True Story, revealed intimate details of the Princess’s marriage to Elizabeth’s eldest son, including Charles’s extramarital affair with Camilla Parker-Bowles. 
Around the same time, the Queen’s younger son, Prince Andrew, separated from his wife, Sarah, Duchess of York, and Princess Anne divorced Mark Phillips. To make matters worse, Windsor Castle, the Queen’s residence in Berkshire, caught fire on November 20. These events set the stage for Elizabeth’s remarks four days later, upon the fortieth anniversary of her accession, that “1992 is not a year on which I shall look back with undiluted pleasure. In the words of one of my more sympathetic correspondents, it has turned out to be an annus horribilis.” Immediately after this, at the urging of PM John Major, the Queen agreed to begin paying income and capital gains taxes, a decision that improved the monarchy’s standing in the public eye. 
Yet, the disintegration of Charles and Diana’s marriage continued to present problems. The couple formally separated in 1992 and divorced in 1996. One year later, Diana’s shocking death, in a Paris car accident, presented what was, perhaps, one of the greatest challenges of Elizabeth’s reign (an episode vividly dramatized in Peter Morgan’s script for The Queen).

As the UK and the world mourned Diana’s death and celebrated her life, the Queen stayed silent on the matter, neglected to lower flags to half-mast, and remained at Balmoral Castle, the Royal Family’s Scottish country residence, with Diana and Charles’s two sons, William and Harry. Eventually, under increasing pressure from the public and at the urging of the new PM, Tony Blair, the Queen made a television address to the nation, expressing her grief, “as a grandmother,” and her admiration for Diana’s humanitarian efforts. This appearance helped to alleviate anti-royal feelings, paving the way for the Royal Family’s resurgence in popularity in the new millennium.

In 2002, Elizabeth celebrated her Golden Jubilee, though this year was also marked by the passing of her mother and sister. Her Diamond Jubilee, ten years later, followed her second address to the United Nations as Head of the Commonwealth in 2010 and the marriage of Prince William and Kate Middleton in 2011, a media event to rival the wedding of William’s parents thirty years earlier. 

Elizabeth now stands as Britain’s longest-reigning monarch, having surpassed Queen Victoria in this respect. As of 2016, the Queen remained active and engaged as she celebrated her 90th birthday, her abiding commitment to Britain and the Commonwealth as unmistakably evident as it has been throughout her life.
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