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The Exchequer also gives us the first written record of an English coronation. The
Pipe Roll for 1170 notes payment for robes, the regilding of vessels, and repair of
(presumably ceremonial) swords used at the coronation of Henry, the Young King,

son of Henry II, who was crowned during his father’s lifetime.2 The first detailed
description of an English coronation in the public records is that of Queen Eleanor in 1236
found in the Red Book of the Exchequer.3 The ‘Various Accounts’ of the Exchequer (E 101)
furnish us with a wealth of detail regarding building preparations, the provision of jewels,
plate, and livery for services rendered by the host of participating officials (Fig. 1). More
coronation regalia can be found in the bound Exchequer Treasury of Receipts Books in E
36, and payments in E 403 and 404. So important were the coronation documents in the
Exchequer that when in the 1320s Bishop Stapledon, then Treasurer, calendared them he
gave them a special label so that they could be produced without difficulty and replaced
afterwards in their proper position.4 Further information on coronation expenditure can be
found in the records of the Audit Office especially the Account Rolls in AO 1 and
Treasury (T). 

The two most important series of
that other great government
department, the Chancery, are the
seventeen Coronation Rolls in C 57
dating from 1308 and the fourteen
bundles of Proceedings of the Court
of Claims (which decided who
performed what services on the day)
in C 195 dating from about 1685.
The first Coronation Roll contains
the order of service, including the
oath, and lists the feudal services
performed at the coronation of
Edward II in 1308.5 From the early
seventeenth century, the rolls provide
a record of the accession of the
sovereign, followed by a
proclamation of the coronation and of

the peers’ attendance, the proceedings of the commissioners of the Court of Claims and their
adjudications, a short account of the ceremony with the services performed, and a list of
those paying homage. From 1702 the coronation oath sworn by the sovereign has been
included as a schedule within the Coronation Roll. 
The Proceedings of the Court of Claims in C 195 include petitions, notes of judgments

made by the court; statements of evidence; minutes, orders and memoranda, and
miscellaneous records relating to coronation proceedings. The very first formal record of
the proceedings and decisions of the Court of Claims are not in C 195, but on the 1377
Chancery Close Roll (C 54) where they are followed by a description of Richard II’s
coronation.6 Also on a Close Roll is a list of the services rendered at the 1308 coronation of
Richard’s great-grandfather, Edward II, along with a schedule containing the oath taken by
the new king on that occasion.7 This official recording of the oath may have been part of an
increasingly complex administration in government wishing to make a permanent record of
precedence so that it knew what to do in the future. There was also perhaps a growing
realisation that such an important event should no longer rely solely on the Church and its
records.
Four very important sets of records that appear, along with the Declared Accounts, during

the Tudor period are the State Papers (SP) and records of the Privy Council (PC), Lord
Chamberlain (LC) and Lord Steward (LS). The State Papers – essentially the working
correspondence of the sovereign’s secretaries of state – supply details of coronations
beginning with that of Anne Boleyn in 1533 and continuing until the series ends in 1782.
From the mid-sixteenth century foreign ambassadors had privileged access to coronations
and their often frank descriptions can be found in State Papers Foreign and in 
the published calendars of their papers held in foreign archives; modern transcripts of the
latter are in PRO 31. 
Under the reforms of Thomas Cromwell, Henry VIII’s secretary, the King’s Privy

Council emerged as an effective agency of government. Whilst its important decisions are,
from the 1540s, recorded in Registers (PC 2) it is worth remembering they do not
always tally with what actually happened at the subsequent coronation. Since 1902, the
Coronation Committee of the Privy Council has set up a Coronation Executive Committee
whose minutes and papers can be found in PC 22. These sometimes contain useful details
of previous coronations.8 Unbound Papers in PC 1 are also worth examining. Those for
George II’s coronation in 1727 mention twenty laymen and ten children of the Chapel
Royal, the Master of Music and thirty-six musicians, this being the first time Handel’s four
coronation anthems, including Zadok the Priest, were sung.9
The Privy Council was, and still is, keen to ensure that no precedence be overlooked but

Adrian Ailes discusses
the diverse and extensive
collection of coronation
records. 
To prepare for his coronation in
the spring of 1661 the newly
restored Charles II ordered that
‘the records and old formularies
should be examined’ to ‘add
lustre and splendour to the
solemnity’. Not only would he
have consulted the late
fourteenth-century Liber Regalis
kept at Westminster Abbey, which
still provides the traditional order
of service for the coronation, but
also the archives of various
government secretariats and
departments, the oldest being the
Exchequer. Here he may well
have come across the Great Seals
of Henry I (1100-1135), depicting
the king crowned and enthroned
and ho ld ing  an  orb  and
ceremonial sword, all suggesting a
coronation scene.1

E 101/429/5: Warrant for payment to the Bishop of
Carlisle for services rendered at Elizabeth I’s coronation,
1559, annotated he should be paid well since ‘he dothe
Crowne the Queen’s highness’.

WORK 21/19: Homage being paid at Queen Victoria’s coronation, 1838. 

NSC 5/351: National Savings Committee poster
for the coronation of Elizabeth II, 1953.
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earlier records did not always survive, as a paper laid before the Privy Council again in 1727 
makes clear: 

‘We have accordingly made diligent Search into all the said Registers from the
Reign of King Henry the 8th to the present times. But as in the Fire of the
Banqueting House, and afterwards of Whitehall, many of the antient Records
were either Burnt or lost’. 

It also noted that important documents had ended up in private hands.10
Three record series within the Lord Chamberlain’s department are especially

enlightening: the Accounts in LC 9, which include receipts and payments of the Master of
the Robes, delivery books and accounts of the Jewel Office and the records of the Wardrobe,
the 150 volumes in LC 2 relating to Special Events, and finally the Miscellaneous Records
in LC 5. The other important department of the royal household for coronation records is
that of the Lord Steward. James II’s Kitchen Books in LS 9, for example, provide a detailed
bill of fare for his coronation banquet in 1685 including ‘Sallade of Capers and
broombudds’, ‘blackbirds and Beatillai pye’ and ‘Taffaty tarts’.11
A separate central office of the surveyor of Works with its own records also appeared in

Tudor times. Especially important here are the Ceremonial Correspondence and Papers in
WORK 21 (fig. 3), which include numerous photographs of the 1953 coronation (fig. 4),
and the related Plans and Drawings in WORK 36 where, for example, can be found five
portfolios of plans and drawings for the sumptuous coronation of George IV in 1821.12
Further visual material can be found in records of the Copyright Office (COPY) including
a great deal of commemorative memorabilia and games, whilst the records of the Central
Office of Information (INF) and Colonial Office (CO) provide memorable views of
celebrations throughout the Empire and Commonwealth. 
The Lord Chancellor’s Office (LCO) holds the records of the Crown Office that

prepares formal government documents. Files for 1937 include correspondence with the
Public Record Office (predecessor to The National Archives) on the production and
wording of the Coronation Roll. The first page of the draft had to be swiftly altered from
Edward VIII (who, having abdicated, was never crowned) to George VI and there was just
enough room to squeeze in Queen Elizabeth his consort.13
The 1953 coronation was a vast logistical undertaking with probably every government

department involved and producing its own records. The fraught question of live television,
for example, can be found in files of the Prime Minister’s Office (PREM) and Cabinet
(CAB); the temporary theft of the stone of Scone is, not surprisingly, in the Metropolitan
Police files (MEPO); and Air Ministry files (AIR) detail Canberra aircraft ferrying film
across the big pond. Colourful commemorative posters can be found in the British Railway
(AN) and National Savings Committee (NSC) files (fig. 5).14
The records of the last 900 years covering this extraordinary spectacle reflect the ever-

growing complexity of government, and the increased organisation and expenditure
required for what was once almost a private ceremony. They also demonstrate the continuity
and survival of the coronation ceremony itself which, like the monarchy, has had to adapt to
political, religious and cultural changes. But perhaps more importantly, the unbroken series
of coronation records in The National Archives provide a permanent reminder of what lies
at the very core of all the pageantry and pomp, namely the ritual setting apart of the monarch
to serve God and his or her people.

C 57/1 m.1: Coronation of Edward II and Queen Isabella, 1308, as recorded on the first
Coronation Roll.

WORK 21/297 (4182-5): Preparations in the north aisle of Westminster Abbey for the
coronation of Elizabeth II, 1953.


