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In Brief

One of silent cinema’s greatest pairings, Greta Garbo and John Gilbert starred
together one last time in Queen Christina. Gilbert’s career was in tatters by 1933
after a string on failures, and Laurence Olivier had already bailed from the role, but
Garbo insisted on Gilbert. And he is wonderful as the Spanish envoy. He looks
great and gives a sly performance with plenty of wit. This is also one of Garbo’s
best talkies. Together they light up the screen. This film also boasts some of the
most gorgeous close ups of Garbo you’ve ever seen. Solid historical drama of
Swedish queen who abdicates for love. Good supporting cast includes Lewis
Stone, Reginald Owen, Akim Tamiroff, Ian Keith as the slimy Magnus, C. Aubrey
Smith, Elizabeth Young, and David Torrence. Beautiful film with solid
performances and, dare I say, very feminist in its view.

USA | 1933 | 99 minutes

Queen Christina: Great Performance, Flawed Movie

As Queen Christina opens, Sweden is embroiled in midst of the Thirty Years' War, a
destructive 17th century conflict that had its origins in the ongoing battle between
Protestants and Catholics for control of central Europe. The country's beloved King
Gustavus Adolphus has just fallen on the field of battle leaving his seven year old
daughter to ascend to the throne. Raised as a boy and schooled in the arts of war
(well, to the extent that a child can be), Christina tosses aside her regent's carefully-
worded speech about "wag[ing] war with courage" and instead vows "to win it!"

In the next scene, it's years later and we see the grown up Christina (Garbo) in
trousers and a man's hat riding astride a galloping horse through the forests on the
palace grounds. To a modern audience, this scene might mean nothing, but in 1933
a woman in trousers riding astride rather than sidesaddle, these are signals that
Christina has taken to heart the notion that to rule the country means ruling as a
man. And indeed, by the standards of the day's cinema, she dresses like a man, argues like a man, and, it is implied when she kisses
her lady-in-waiting on the lips, loves like a man.

Despite Christina's skill and devotion as a leader, all is not well at home. The people clamor for more war, clamor for a royal marriage,
clamor for an heir.

"In short," she says, "they clamor."

At the heart of the unrest is the desire that the queen should settle the question of the royal succession by producing an heir of
Swedish blood, which of necessity requires her to settle on a mate, be it the handsome schemer Magnus or the aging war hero, cousin
Charles. Christina sees marriage as a loss of her hard-earned freedom, a prospect that drives her to distraction.

"But majesty, you cannot die an old maid!"

"I have no intention to, Chancellor. I shall die a bachelor!"

Fed up with demands of power, Christina disguises herself (as a man, always as a man) and spends a few days riding alone in the
wintery countryside to clear her head. There, she stumbles across the Spanish ambassador (John Gilbert) and his entourage stranded
in the snow. The ambassador, Antonio, mistakes her for an impudent boy—a conceit the filmmakers expect you to roll with since
Garbo looks no more like a boy than Jean Harlow looks like Abe Vigoda—and the two wind up sharing a room in a nearby inn.

Not until Christina slips off her outer garments does Antonio finally tumble to the fact that he's in the presence of a beautiful woman.

It's the goofiest sequence in the entire movie, one that always has me itching to turn off the player, but it's followed by what is not
only the best scene in the movie, but to me, the best scene in Garbo's illustrious career.

Christina and Antonio have fallen into bed, no great surprise, but they've also fallen in love, an event so unexpected and new to both
of them, they barely know how to express their joy and wonder. They recline sated before the fire, sharing a bowl of grapes and
talking, but their spirits are soaring, and unable to contain herself, Christina finally gets up to wander around the room, as if first love
were an out-of-body experience and she is following her soul around the bedchamber.
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The scene works because it pays such close attention to the
emotion, particularly the melancholy that colors Christina's
happiness. She wanders around the room, touching
everything that Antonio has touched—a dresser, a candle, a
spinning wheel—memorizing by touch and smell and sight
every inch of the only room in which she has ever known
complete happiness.

"In the future in my memory," she says, "I shall live a great
deal in this room."

You don't have to be a monarch to appreciate just how
fleeting time is or how rare moments of pure happiness are.

It's telling that, as she tours the room, she watches Antonio's
image in the mirror, and his image in turn watches her, as if
she is already viewing the moment in her memory, and
feeling already the exquisite pain associated with an ideal
past we can never revisit.

It seems wholly appropriate to me that Garbo spends so
much of the scene in front of both the mirror and, on the

other side of the room, a religious triptych. Garbo was as much about images as she was about acting, holding poses that represent
emotions rather than embody them from within, a style more akin to kabuki theater or the pantomime of the silent era than the
Method approach actors have held to for more than fifty years. In that sense, Garbo's performance, like the triptych on the wall, is
literally iconic—a pictorial representation whose form suggests its meaning. It's not "modern," but then when did we buy into the
notion that "modern" and "better" were synonymous. In any event, I wouldn't want to throw out Garbo just because I also like Brando,
any more than I'd throw out Rembrandt just because I also like Picasso.

In any event, as Christina feared, the moment is all too soon over. Antonio continues his journey to Stockholm, and she leaves by a
different route to the same destination. Imagine Antonio's surprise when he discovers the woman he loves is a queen. Imagine the royal
court's surprise when it discovers that their queen is in love with envoy of their enemy.

The latter conflict sets in motion the final act of the movie. For the Protestant Christina to pursue a relationship with the Catholic
Antonio after thirty years of war between those two faiths would be like Nixon bedding down with Brezhnev at the height of the Cold
War. It's not simply xenophobia or self-interest that drives the opposition to the romance, it's a genuine horror at the idea of having
to refight, both at home and abroad, an issue that was settled at the price of so much blood and treasure. Christina must choose
between love and responsibilities. The way she chooses, and the consequences of her choice, lead to the most famous scene of Garbo's
career, that final enigmatic shot that I won't describe except to say every film buff must see it.

Now, I'm going to be up front with you: Queen Christina is one of the more problematic entrants in the Hollywood film canon. Even
TV Guide in its glowing 5 (out of 5) star review describes the script as "great clumps of unleavened bread," which is a charitable way
of saying that parts of the movie are preposterous—can anybody, for example, accept on the film's own terms the notion that John
Gilbert could mistake Greta Garbo for a man? I don't care how dark that inn is or how mannish Garbo's clothes, unless Gilbert's character
has an affinity for Swedish lads with rouged lips and plucked eyebrows, there's no way to watch that scene without thinking that
either director Rouben Mamoulian set out deliberately to undermine his own movie or that the makeup man and cinematographer
made some pretty grievous errors in professional judgment.

Then again, many critics have suggested that that is the point. Historically, Christina was thought to be bisexual, Garbo was almost
certainly bisexual, and Mamoulian was gay; perhaps without being able to say it explicitly during a time when even pre-Code
permissiveness didn't permit a frank exploration of such things, Garbo and Mamoulian set out to investigate the limits of sexual
orientation and wound up suggesting that, rather than being distinctly straight or gay, we reside on a sliding continuum between the
two. And that, thus, in the right moment with the right person, even John Gilbert's Antonio could find himself attracted to a young
Swedish lad on a cold, cold night.

Well, maybe.

Or maybe Garbo should have scrubbed off her makeup and cut her hair, ala Katharine Hepburn in Sylvia Scarlett, and really played the
part instead of pretending to play it. But given the degree to which Garbo hid behind the mask of her perfect face and her professional
mannerisms, asking her to strip all of that away and hang herself out there emotionally naked might have been as impossible as asking
her grow wings and fly to the moon.

Besides, did anybody ever argue that Tony Curtis, Milton Berle, Dustin Hoffman or Bugs Bunny should have made greater efforts to look
like women when they played such in their movies? God forbid—the lack of illusion was half the joke.

Anyway, I suspect that I'm bringing 21st century expectations of "realism" to a 1933 movie and that an audience of the time, with the
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conceits of the silent era's cross-dressing comedies still fresh in their minds, wouldn't have
expected Garbo to look like a man, but would simply have accepted the comic set-up and
moved on.

I don't know.

What I do know is that when Queen Christina works, it works as well as any movie Garbo
ever made.

"They usually ask me if it was easy or difficult to direct Garbo," Rouben Mamoulian said years
later, "and the answer is that it was either easy or impossible. If she respected you as an
artist, and if you gave her something that was better than what she had in mind, she was the
easiest, most professional person to work with. In the case of Queen Christina she was simply
marvelous."

Of Garbo's acting technique, Mamoulian said, "There are actors who are intuitive and actors
who reason. Sometimes they are a combination of both, but that's rare. The greatest thing
is intuition. For instance with Garbo, I would say to her, 'This mood is like the purple sunset,
when the leaves turn their shadows, and now and then a yellow falls down.' She would say,
"Oh, I know.'"

The studio offered Leslie Howard, Franchot Tone, Nils Asther and Bruce Cabot as leading men. Garbo settled on Laurence Olivier based
on his performance in Westward Passage. But after a disastrous rehearsal made it clear Garbo would never warm up to Olivier, she
insisted on her old co-star John Gilbert in the role. Despite the fact that his career was in eclipse, Garbo's contract gave her complete
control over all aspects of the production; she was comfortable with him and also felt she owed him a shot at commercial redemption
given his role in promoting her early career; so over Louis B. Mayer's strenuous objections, Gilbert wound up playing the Spanish
envoy, Antonio.

Contrary to Louis Mayer's slander, Gilbert had a fine voice, but by 1933 audiences were no longer willing to give him a chance. He made
only one more picture then died of a heart attack in 1936.

King Vidor, who directed Gilbert in The Big Parade, speculated (again to George Steven, Jr.), "What I believe happened was that he was
the image of the aggressive lover, and they thought he could just speak the same words he did when doing silent scenes that nobody
actually heard. He would arouse himself by saying things like 'I love you, I adore you, I worship you. I can't wait to get you alone
tonight,' the kind of things that were funny when you heard them. So I think it wasn't his high voice but that you couldn't just take an
image and suddenly change it by putting a lot of words on the soundtrack. The words destroyed the image. You'll see that a lot in life—
somebody will look like something and then they'll start to talk with maybe a deep Texas accent and it changes the image."

Queen Christina premiered in New York the day after Christmas, 1933, with a nationwide release on February 9, 1934. Reviews were
mixed. Mordaunt Hall of the New York Times wrote that Queen Christina was "a skillful blend of history and fiction" and that Garbo,
"alluring as ever, gives a performance which merits nothing but the highest praise." Variety on the other hand, called the movie "slow
and ofttimes stilted" and criticized Garbo's performance as "too often apace of the script's lethargy."

It turned out Variety knew American audiences better than Hall did. The film didn't perform well in the U.S. Garbo's sensibilities had
always been foreign to American audiences, and while during the silent era that may have suggested a "desirable metropolitan
European sophistication" (to quote Marcia Landy and Amy Villarejo writing in the BFI Film Classic study of the movie), by the time of
the Great Depression, American audiences had become increasingly hostile to Garbo (and to her German counterpart, Marlene
Dietrich).

These same sensibilities, however, be they uniquely European or simply a product of Garbo's own matchless talents, helped make
Queen Christina a big hit overseas where it made back twice its budget in Britain alone, establishing a pattern that would hold true for
the remainder of Garbo's career. From Queen Christina forward through the end of her career, Garbo's movies made far more money
overseas than in America, and more than any particular desire on Garbo's part, it was the
outbreak of World War II, which closed off the foreign market, that hastened her early
retirement from pictures. (After the war, Garbo sent out tentative feelers, thinking to
make a comeback, but found no interest.)

Ironically, despite her waning domestic box-office appeal, with Queen Christina Garbo had
hit her stride as an actress and would soon produce the best movies of her career,
including Camille and Ninotchka.
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