
WO R D S  b y  J U L I E T  R I E D E N

Joanna Lumley believes in the mystery of monarchy, thinks The 
Crown TV series is “rubbish” and sees The Queen as the mother of 

the nation. In a fascinating interview, the 75-year-old talks about 
royalty, growing wiser and why we must teach our children better.

A 
while ago – “15, possibly 20 years” – 
Joanna Lumley purchased a limited-
edition work of art that is the crowning 
glory on the wall of her study. We are 
meeting via video call, and in a flurry, 
the much-loved English actress and  

TV presenter excitedly picks up her laptop and swirls 
me – virtually – around the room, to fix my gaze on 
the wall opposite. There, in glorious shades of regal 
purple, gold, bright green and a hint of cerise, is 
Joanna’s icon, Her Majesty The Queen, immortalised 
by the late pop-art master, Andy Warhol. “He did four 
colourways and 40 prints of each of them, which he 
signed, and then that was it. This is one of the 40, so 

it’s not that rare but it’s pretty special to me. I love it,” 
she beams proudly.

Joanna chose the image for the cover of her new 
book, A Queen For All Seasons, and its famous clash  
of contemporary vibrancy illuminating a British 
treasure feels completely in tune with the passionate 
actor and activist whose infectious energy bursts 
through every posh-vowelled sentence. And while  
the 75-year-old star of film, stage and TV would in  
no way endorse a comparison with the 95-year-old 
monarch, it’s not a stretch to see how the two women 
belong together. 

The book is a celebration of Queen Elizabeth II, not 
a biography nor a piece of academic historic research, 

“I think the world  
of The Queen”

Joanna
Lumley
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but an impressively diverse patchwork 
of writing that builds a unique 
portrait. Here, Joanna has intertwined 
revealing personal encounters, 
behind-the-scenes moments as well 
as accounts from diarists and courtiers 
from playwright Noël Coward to 
former British Prime Minister Tony 
Blair, fashion designer Norman 
Hartnell and ordinary folk in a rare 
convergence of voices. 

“I am the putty in this book.  
I should be called ‘Joanna Putty 
Lumley’,” she laughs, explaining that 
the publisher approached her for the 
project, which is timed as a tribute for 
next year’s Platinum Jubilee, because 
of her lifelong deep regard for Her 
Majesty. It’s something Joanna 
confesses she has harboured since 
childhood, a comforting feeling she 
doesn’t question. But what is perhaps 
surprising is that it began not as the 
royalist ardour of a British subject,  
but as a sense of wonder from afar. 

“When I was seven years old out in 
Malaya – Malaysia as it is now – when 
The Queen was crowned, it was so 
exciting,” she begins, her eyes 
sparkling. “As an army brat, 
travelling around, we didn’t 
have any knowledge of Britain  
or The Queen, so it seemed 
rather fantastic that this  
faraway princess in a faraway 
land was becoming queen and  
I immediately thought ‘I love 
her!’,” she recalls in misty 
reverence.

“My steady devotion goes 
right back to a double-decker 
wooden pencil box with a sliding 
top, a stencil of Her Majesty  
on it and my name inked on  
the reverse, dating back to 
coronation day 1953. The Queen 
looks back over her shoulder 
with a calm and friendly smile, 
and I knew then, as I know now, 
that she would never let me 
down,” Joanna explains further 
in the book.

At her school Joanna watched 
the film of the coronation three 
times – twice in black and white 
and once in colour. “It was a 

good way to keep school children 
quiet,” she laughs. “It was completely 
strange to us … the streets filled with 
marvellous people, bravely covering 
their heads from the rain, and the 
golden coach. None of us had any idea 
about London or carriages and then 
there was this little figure solemnly 
walking up the aisle and eventually 
the great crown placed on her head. 
Where we were, there was no such 
thing as a cathedral in Malaysia, nor 
would we have gone to one. It was a 
mad strangeness that was very 
thrilling to me.”

Joanna was born 
in Kashmir, India, 
in the final days of 
the British Raj. 
“Both my parents 
were brought up  
in India going  
back for a few 

generations and my father – Major 
James Rutherford Lumley – who was 
born there, served in the Indian 
army,” she explains. After Partition 
the family moved around, living in 
Malaysia and Hong Kong before 
returning to England when Joanna 
was eight.  

“I thought home was Malaysia and 
that was fine, lovely. I thought the 
climate was always going to be 
monsoons and jungles and chock-
chock birds at night. My parents never 
made a great thing of being British. 

Daddy was with the 
Gurkhas [a fearless 
brigade of soldiers 
originally from 
Nepal who were 
recruited into  
the British army]. 
He would go up 
country where the 
terrorists were 
fighting in the 
jungles and life was 
fairly restricted,  
in that if you were 
going to do any 
journeys you had to 
travel by armoured 
car in convoy. But 
you didn’t think of 
yourself as British 
people during that; 

you just thought of yourself as a 
person in a convoy car. How exciting! 

“I never had any sense of feeling 
particularly British … The army is  
the army. Whether it serves a  
republic, like France or Germany,  
or whether it’s a monarchy. You  
don’t immediately think of The 
Queen. I know they say ‘Queen  
and country’ but my family weren’t 
crazy fans of anything except reading 
and mountains.” 

Nevertheless, Joanna says she was 
smitten by the aura of this young 
queen. As she traces the royal’s 
chequered path to the throne, Joanna 
describes King Edward VIII’s 
abdication as “a lightning-bolt that 
struck the young Princess Elizabeth” 
and “transformed her into a fabulous 
new and different being. She vowed to 

“The Crown is fiction. 
They’ve used real 

people ... and then made 
up all the conversations. 

It’s insane!”

be this new person for the rest of her 
life, and set about becoming all that 
she had promised, faithful to her 
word, a servant of many nations but 
wearing a crown.”

It’s all very romantic – as if Hans 
Christian Andersen has melded with 
The Arabian Nights. But that childlike 
awe later translated into adult 
admiration. After Joanna moved to 
England she began to understand 
much more about the rigours of royal 
life and today feels compelled to 
defend the family against criticism. 
“Having met them occasionally, been 

in their company and seen how they 
do it, how astonishingly hard they 
work, it always made me feel prickly 
on their behalf when people say, ‘oh 
they never do a day’s work, they’re 
waited on hand and foot’. I think very 
few of us could keep up with them for 
a week, let alone a month or years.”

Joanna doesn’t want to discuss the 
current rift in the family with Prince 
Harry moving to the US, but I wonder 
what she makes of The Crown TV 
series and if she knows what the 
family thinks of it, especially as its 
subject matter edges closer to the 

current era. “I don’t think they watch 
it and I never watch it,” she retorts. “I 
know them, so I know it’s all made up 
and it’s rubbish. All the poor actors 
who are doing their best to copy them, 
it’s awful. Imagine somebody making 
up conversations they think you’ve 
had. It’s so laughable. People adore it 
because they are hooked on the idea 
of monarchy. Secret doors. Ooh we’re 
going to learn something. But you’re 
not – because it’s fiction! They’ve 
used real people, whom they’ve 
copied, and then made up all the 
conversations. It’s insane.” 

Joanna firmly believes in the 
mystery of monarchy and thinks The 
Queen still delivers that magic. “She’s 
never given an interview. That’s why 
they frantically try to eavesdrop on 
what she says. People always ask, 
‘What did The Queen say to you?’ Of 
course, she usually says completely 
kind and quite bland things and gets 
you to do all the talking. 

“I think, rather like acting in the 
theatre, I wonder if it’s sensible to say 
to all the audience, when the curtain’s 
come down and you’re sitting there 
spellbound at what you’ve just seen – 
either your feet are tapping because 
it’s a fabulous musical or your heart is 
beating and your eyes are streaming 
because it’s a drama and somebody’s 
died – if you say, come backstage and 
you’ll see all the actors in their own 
clothes, you’ll see what a sleight of 
hand it was … It’s only a paper moon 
hanging up in a cardboard sky. 
Remember that song? I wonder  
if that’s clever.

“I respect Her Majesty, as much as it 
is possible to respect somebody … for 
never having let people down when 
she made that promise when she was 

Right: Andy Warhol 
poses with one of four 
prints he created of The 
Queen. Below: As a 
child, Joanna was in 
awe of the coronation. 
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so young, always doing her duty, 
always courteous and gracious and 
kind to people. I found that was 
terribly touching and very, very good, 
especially when I look around and 
see that our lives are filled with 
people who don’t keep their promises 
or do their duty. Her life has been  
a vocation, which is to be Queen.”

Elizabeth was 21 when she made 
that pledge and when Joanna was 21 
she was living in London enjoying 
the swinging ’60s. At the time, 
American evangelist Billy Graham 
was going down a storm in the UK, 
preaching to vast audiences in a 
building just over the road from her 
flat, and in writing the book Joanna 
was fascinated to discover that Her 
Majesty became a very keen follower 
of the guru. 

“We never went to see him. We were 
all in miniskirts. I was a model, four 
girls sharing a flat in Earl’s Court, 
which in those days used to be 
nicknamed ‘Kangaroo Valley’ 
because that’s where the 
Australians used to come because it 
was quite cheap to live and cooler 
than Chelsea at the time, a bit  
more raggedy. 

“The Earl’s Court building where 
Billy Graham performed was huge 
and you could hear it all echoing up 
the street. People could come up and 
join his ministry and be saved. Now … 
I’d been to a convent school and I 
had the greatest love and respect 
for Christianity and for all 
religions, because having been 
brought up by my parents with all 
their histories, I saw Buddhism, 
Hinduism, Judaism, Islam, everything. 
So I wasn’t anti the whole idea of 
ministry, but it was just so odd to me. 
I thought, can anybody really be taken 
in by this? As I hung out of the window 
coolly smoking [as she says this, Joanna 
takes a pretend drag on a cigarette and  
I see shades of Patsy, her character in 
Absolutely Fabulous] – and lo and 

behold, The Queen loved him! I never 
knew that at the time, but she liked 
him enough to have had him visit her 
most of the times he came to Britain.” 

Joanna worked as a model for three 
years and says it was very different to 

today’s industry. “In those days you 
did everything yourself. You did your 
hair, your make-up, you took all  
your own accessories, your earrings, 
gloves, stockings, polo necks. You  
took scarves, you took jewellery, you 
took wigs, you took hairpieces, you did 
your own manicure, false eyelashes, 
you did it all. Nowadays all that is 
done for you.

“For us everything was so whizz-
bang, do it! We had so much fun  
and I think it must be a bore now. 
However, they’re paid zillions more 
than we were. We didn’t really do  
it for money. It just seemed to be 
something to do. And I didn’t really 
want to be a model. It was because  
I was the right height and I had good 
shoulders. I really wanted to act.”

Making the leap into acting, however, 
was tough. “At the time, the most 
despised person on the acting circuit 
would have been a model,” Joanna 
explains. “You were supposed to  
have gone to drama school; I didn’t. 
You were supposed to have acted  
in repertory theatre for 42 weeks; I 
didn’t. Everything was against me.  
I was tall, I was quite pretty, and worst 
of all I had a slightly posh voice which 
was immensely out of fashion at the 
time. They didn’t want that.”

Her big break famously came with  
a part in The New Avengers, a secret 
agent action TV series which became 
an overnight sensation, in which she 
played Purdey, and her pudding bowl 
blonde bob became the most admired 
hair style of 1976. “I was in 26 hour-
long episodes, that’s what establishes 
you. Then you don’t have to say who 
you are and that’s one of the hardest 
things as an actor, to get your name 
remembered. After that, I never 
stopped working. Now, my work is  
so varied because it went from stage 
to writing books to doing films,  
TV, commercials, and now travel 
programs, so I’ve got a great wide 
fabulous smorgasbord of things.”

From top: Joanna meets The Queen at 
Tower Bridge, on her Golden Jubilee, and at 
a Buckingham Palace reception for poetry.

“Our lives are filled with people who don’t keep 
their promises. Her life has been a vocation.”
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But the downside of people 
knowing who you are is that 
all of a sudden you are 
famous and stopped in the 
street and that has never 
gone away. It’s a situation 
Joanna understands too well. 

“It is a huge shock, not to 
be anonymous. Sometimes 
people will elbow in front of 
your husband [Joanna married 
conductor Stephen Barlow  
in 1986] or your son or your 
friends and say, ‘can we have 
a selfie with you?’. I’m not 
sure this is terribly good 
behaviour, but I always say, ‘oh how 
lovely, yes, of course, how nice’. If  
I didn’t, my life would be hell because 
it’s going to happen all the time.”

Joanna managed her career while 
also being a single mother to son 
Jamie, who she had at 21. The juggle 
wasn’t easy but she got on with it. 
There was just one wobble when she 
had a crippling panic attack and, 
paralysed with fear, failed to show up 
for a theatre performance she was in. 
“That was 50 years ago and it hasn’t 
happened since,” she notes. “It was a 
burn out. There was too much going 
on and I couldn’t cope. That’s what 
happens when you’re overloaded. You 
just get tired beyond tiredness and 
suddenly you can’t do it anymore.”

Joanna’s solution today is to lie 
down and clear her mind. “When I do 

plays now, between matinees and 
evening shows, I lie on my back on the 
floor, like one of those effigies of knights 
in churches, completely still and straight, 
for 10 or 20 minutes, and bang, I’m ready 
for the entire evening performance.

“I’ve been lucky to work my way 
through that minefield. Once you’ve 
had it happen to you, you don’t want 
it to happen again. We all manage it 
slightly differently. But I’ve always 
known that kind people would help 
me and so that was the mantra that 
came into my head: kind people will 
help you,” she chants.

Now 75, Joanna says she adores 
being older and flexing her wisdom.  
“I think a lot of who I was when I was 
seven is still there, but I think what 
happens, which is lovely, is that you 
don’t worry so much about the things 

Clockwise from left: Joanna during 
her modelling days; she was just 21 
when she had son Jamie; as Purdey in 
TV series The New Avengers, which 
established her as a household name. 

you can’t do 
anything about. You 
become wiser. It’s 
unbelievable, a 
scatterhead like me, 
somebody who in my 
20s needed to run 
through the night 
through London 
with no shoes on, 
and in a pouring rain 
storm – that person, 
although she still 
lives inside me, I 
don’t do that, thank 
God! You temper 
things more.”

And while she is a 
proud grandmother 
to Jamie’s daughters 
– “gorgeous” Emily 
17, and Alice, 18  
– Joanna thinks 

today’s children should be taught 
better. “I wish we taught them that 
you have to be on time, you have to be 
polite, you have to help clear up the 
table, help with the cooking, make 
your own bed, learn how to iron.  
I couldn’t love children more, but  
give them more responsibility when 
they’re young, treat children with 
respect and passion. Draw them out. 
Tell them that they must never throw 
litter. They must never be rude or 
hateful. They must never be a bully.”

As for The Queen’s advancing age 
Joanna, like the whole nation, is hoping 
Her Majesty’s health will hold up and 
“that she will live, like The Queen 
Mother, for years more. When she goes, 
it’ll be a huge outpouring of grief,  
I think, because it’s losing more than  
a figurehead; a kind of mothership.” 

As for her book, Joanna sees it as 
“handing a bouquet of flowers with  
a deep curtsey, saying ‘Your Majesty, 

thank you for all 
you’ve done for us 
over the years. This 
is for you’.” AWW

 
A Queen for All  
Seasons by Joanna  
Lumley, Hodder & 
Stoughton, is on sale now.
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