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A Growing Friendship: A Mise-en-Scene Analysis of The King’s Speech 

     At first glance, the cinematography in Tom Hooper’s The King’s Speech is often a bit 

offsetting, but it is still for some reason very beautiful. Director of photography Danny Cohen 

was even nominated for an Academy Award for his work in the film—and yet, the photography 

is often very unconventional. Several scenes and shots break the “rules” of traditional 

composition in film. Perhaps one of the reasons why the cinematography is so unique is simply 

because it is different; but perhaps a greater reason is because through the offsetting camera 

angles and composition, the audience connects better with the characters. As The King’s Speech 

progresses, the audience watches as the main characters grow together as friends, through not 

only their human actions and emotions but also through the placement of the camera. 

     The first scene in which the viewer meets Lionel Logue (Geoffrey Rush) is at his office for 

speech therapy, where the wife (Helena Bonham Carter) of the Duke of York (Colin Firth) goes 

to finally seek help for her husband’s speech impediment. Logue and soon-to-be Queen 

Elizabeth meet, and Logue begins to step into his office, as Elizabeth cryptically explains her 

husband’s situation. This meeting introduces the audience to the first example of this offsetting 

cinematography. Conventionally, a conversation like this would be shot with each character 

framed as though they are looking at each other. Elizabeth, who stands on the left, would be 

framed to the far left, giving her eye room to speak to Logue, who would be framed similarly in 

another shot on the far right. However, the conversation is framed so that Elizabeth is on the 

right side of the frame and Logue on the left, eliminating their eye room and creating a huge 

empty space next to and behind each character. This framing, beyond just being unconventional, 



helps to convey a sense of distance that the characters feel. Elizabeth feels distance because as 

the Duchess of York, she does not want to have to come in secret to an ordinary speech therapist 

to help her husband; Logue perhaps feels distance being approached by the Duchess of York and 

probably feels out of his comfort zone. 

     This sense of discomfort continues as the Duke meets Logue himself, and the two of them 

have their first meeting together. An establishing shot between the two characters frames the 

soon-to-be King George to the left and Logue to the right. As the conversation commences, the 

characters remain on those sides of the frame, but medium and close-up shots of both characters 

cross the “180-line” and create the feeling of distance once again. George remains to the left and 

Logue to the right, but neither has the correct eye room, and instead there is a large amount of 

empty space behind them. This framing once again creates distance between the two male leads, 

until later on in the conversation when Logue has George read a passage of Shakespeare while 

listening to music. At this point, the two characters actually have eye room, and the framing 

seems conventional. This choice is interesting because before this point, the audience has felt 

nothing but distance between the characters. Now that Logue is attempting to teach George, the 

distance almost disappears for a minute—creating a sense of hope that the two men will 

eventually be able to work together. (This hope is confirmed when George listens to the 

recording Logue made of him reading and realizes that he spoke flawlessly.) 

     From this point, the cinematography gradually changes between the characters to reflect their 

growing relationship. In a later pivotal conversation between George and Lionel, after George’s 

father has passed away, George reveals to Lionel more about his personal life and his past, when 

he developed a stammer and was mocked for it even by his own family. The conversation begins 

in close-ups that once again eliminate eye room and leave space behind each character, but these 

shots are slightly different. As the characters sit next to each other at a small table, they are 

framed in a way that if each looked forward, they would actually have eye room. The eye room 



is still not there, however, as the two men constantly turn their heads toward each other to speak. 

But even so, as both characters learn more about each other, they are able to communicate on a 

more personal level—and the cinematography certainly reflects this, as the framing becomes 

more and more “conventional” as the film progresses. 

     Soon, the film comes to a point where George and Lionel’s conversations begin to be framed 

conventionally. In the infamous scene where George eliminates his stammer by shouting 

obscenities, the two are framed with proper eye room and nearly equal space in the frame, giving 

the audience the impression that the two characters are now at a proper place in their friendship. 

This is challenged as the two proceed to walk outside together, as George laments his troubles of 

his brother to Lionel. At Lionel’s suggestion that George could be king, George walks on alone, 

and the camera follows George as he gets farther and farther away from Lionel. The 

cinematography, which has been seemingly conventional up to this point, is now offsetting once 

again as the two characters become separated in their relationship. Some time later, as now King 

George VI visits Lionel to apologize, the scene begins with the two framed with distance as 

before, but as the scene continues, several additional shots frame the characters so that for the 

first time, they are at equal position to each other, facing each other and seeing eye to eye in a 

way that the audience has not yet seen. 

     This is again challenged as George prepares for his coronation, and in another pivotal 

conversation with Lionel, George sits on the throne and confronts Lionel about his lack of 

credentials. The framing reflects the distance that the audience witnessed in their first scene 

together, the lack of eye room and the empty space behind each character to create a sense of 

tension once again, as their relationship is once again on the line. But once George finally 

realizes that he has “a right to be heard”, as he puts it, Lionel stands with him and tells George 

that he is the bravest man Lionel knows. The two men are facing each other, and the composition 

reflects this sense of agreement that George and Lionel have finally come to once again. And 



when King George VI has to finally give a radio broadcast to the nation as England approaches 

World War Two, the cinematography reflects the now trusting relationship between the king and 

his therapist. As George practices the speech before the broadcast, framed mostly to the left of 

the frame, Lionel coaches him framed to the right, giving each man a proper amount of eye room 

and space surrounding. Because this is the type of composition that audiences are used to, 

viewers feel a sense of comfort knowing that the two men are not only on good terms but are 

also working together to assure the nation during this difficult time in history. 

     As George finally gives his speech, framed to the right as Lionel is framed to the left, the 

cinematography finally seems consistently normal. There is no more offsetting distance in the 

framing, and all the characters finally seem to see eye to eye. Even though this is the 

conventional way of framing in mise-en-scene, audiences may find it even more refreshing 

simply because the film did not start out this way. As The King’s Speech progresses, the 

cinematography transforms from abnormal and offsetting to conventional and soothing, and it 

constantly defines the relationships between the characters, adding an even higher sense of 

emotion to the story. By the end of The King’s Speech, the audiences can more clearly identify 

with the characters’ relationships because of the unique mise-en-scene. 


