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THE CROWN

W HEN the curtain rises on the coronation it
will be a curtain rising on a deep vista of
history.

Not the least of the benefits of this ceremony is that
life in the present takes on a profounder meaning in
the larger context of time which its pageantry recalls.

The coronation is an act of the highest poetry in
the Commonwealth’s life, saddened on this occasion
by the death in March of Queen Mary -- widow of a
King, mother of two Kings, and grandmother of the
reigning Queen.

In relation to the Crown we are mystics. Our Queen
is not a person exalted above us by Divine Right, nor
a person of our own choosing. We have a part in her
dignity, but she does not achieve that dignity at our
will.

The Queen is the unimpeachable figure of all that
is good in government; her crown is a symbol stand-
ing above creeds and parties. In a materialistic age,
when the world is threatened by dangers never before
known, the British Monarchy endures in noble strength.
It is, in essence, the exaltation of dutiful example
as opposed to the hazards of ruling by the mailed fist
and the fleeting greatness of dictatorship.

One virtue in the coronation rites is that they are
out of date. How could the stability and continuity
of the national history be more impressively shown?
Our Queen is crowned with the same ritual as that
with which her predecessors have been crowned for
more than a thousand years.

This is the oldest state ceremonial in Britain, and
perhaps the oldest in the world. The first preserved
ritual of an English coronation dates from the eighth
century. There is one attributed to St. Dunstan, said
to have been used by him at the coronation of King
Ethelred in the year 978.

The forms are ancient, but the spirit embodied in
them never grows old. That spirit is the solemn recog-
nition of the sacred character alike of royalty and
loyalty.

The Constitution

The coronation service epitomizes some salient
features of the constitution, that unwritten constitution
about which generations of philosophers, lawyers,
historians and politicians have marvelled.

Our institutions, with all their unbroken historical
continuity, are still extraordinarily flexible. A French
writer remarked: "The English have left the different
parts of their constitution just where the wave of
history had deposited them." He might have carried
on his metaphor by remarking that succeeding waves
and ripples modify the constitution imperceptibly,
so that only he who watches closely can detect changes
or tell when and how they occur.

Out of all the beating of history on the shores of
time has come for commonwealth countries the
philosophy of responsible government: not represen-
tative government only, but that sort of responsible
government which is given by. an executive account-
able to a parliamentary majority, bound to heed the
advice it receives from parliament.

As head of such a government, the Queen has three
rights, according to Walter Bagehot in his authorita-
tive work The English Constitution. These rights are:
the right to be consulted, the right to encourage, and
the right to warn.

The acts, wishes and example of the sovereign are a
real power in government. Parliaments and ministers
pass, but the wearer of the Crown abides in life-long
duty. W. E. Gladstone, who was four times Prime
Minister of Britain, put it eloquently in his Gleanings
oJ Past Years: "The Sovereign, as compared with her
ministers, has, because she is the Sovereign, the ad-
vantages of long experience, wide survey, elevated
position, and entire disconnection from the bias of
party.

"There is not a doubt," Gladstone continued, "that
the aggregate of direct influence normally exercised
by the Sovereign upon the counsels and proceedings
of her ministers is considerable in amount, tends to



permanence and solidity of action, and confers much
benefit on the country without in the smallest degree
relieving the advisers of the Crown from their in.
dividual responsibility."

Casual readers of history may think that the sover-
eignty of the Crown has been whittled down to the
vanishing point, but apparent encroachments upon
the Crown have added to its true dignity. The formal
powers of the Crown under Queen Elizabeth II are
virtuaIly the same as those which belonged to it
under Edward VI. The Queen is still the supreme
executive authority; the Queen in Parliament is still
the supreme legislative authority; the Queen is still the
"fountain of honour" and the "fountain of justice";
the Queen is still commander of the military forces of
the realm.

It is pointed out by J. A. R. Marriott in English
Political Institutions that the monarch’s judgment in
foreign affairs is "ripened by a continuous experience
of affairs, such as no minister can possibly, under our
party system, hope to enjoy."

The Crown has a unifying function in home affairs.
It often provides a golden bridge for retreat of a
government from some hastily-conceived or injudi-
cious bridgehead. Sir Charles Petrie says in Monarchy
in the Twentieth Century, writing about the time when
King George VI came to the throne: "on all sides
there was a deplorable lack of unity; everywhere the
politicians were stressing what keeps men apart
rather than what brings them together, but King
George VI saw to it that the Crown was at once the
emblem and the hope of a more sane state of affairs."

In plain terms, the executive, represented by the
Crown, is sufficiently strong to ensure the peace and
order of society, and yet not sufficiently strong to
disregard the wmhes and happiness of the community.

The Queens oj England

Wearing the Crown is no sinecure. It entails work.
Queen Anne caviled herself "a crowned slave." And
Shakespeare referred to the Crown in these words:
"O polished perturbation! golden care! That keep’st
the ports of slumber open wide to many a watchful
night!"

The queens of England have not been the shadowy
queens of tragedy or romance. In her mammoth
work Lives oJ the Queens oJ England, published in 1853,
Agnes Strickland tells the stories of 34 queens be-
tween the death of the last monarch of the Anglo-
Saxon line, Edward the Confessor, in 1066, and the
death of Queen Anne, last sovereign of the royal house
of Stuart, in 1714. Thirty of these wore the crown-
matrimonial as consorts, and four the regal diadem of
the realm. Two more have been added as queens
regnant -- Victoria and Elizabeth II -- and nine as
consorts.

What changes are involved in the nearly 900 years
spanned by the lives of these 45 women! Their reigns
extend over the ages of feudalism, of chivalry and

romance, of splendour and misery, the crusades, the
attempts to add the crown of France to that of Eng-
land, the wars of the Roses, revolution, the rise of the
parliamentary system.

The Commonwealth now has a new Queen, who
comes to the throne, Hke Elizabeth I and Victoria, in
the freshness and vigour of youth.

Her Hfe up to now has given Queen Elizabeth II
these advantages: a happy childhood, in which she
was tended by parents free from the pressing duties
of state; a liberal education, in the sense that it was not
confined to insular points of view; and practical
contact with the world, similar to that received by
princes during their services with the armed forces.

She has much of her father’s strong moral sense, it
was pointed out by Hector Bolitho in the British Vogue
Export Book Supplement, blended with her mother’s
charm. She has also something of Queen Victoria’s
will ~ "the will that made the old Queen declare to
a minister: ’I was brought up to know what was right
and what was wrong m never let me hear the word
"expedient" again’."

The Rule o] Law

The function of the Crown as the fountainhead of
justice is one of its greatest virtues. No matter how
elaborate the machinery of legislation and adminis-
tration might be, the life of the individual citizen could
be rendered miserable by any defect or delay in the
administration of justice.

The Queen cannot at her pleasure alter the laws of
the land, but in her coronation vow she sets the stan-
dard for all those who are charged with making and
maintaining the law. The charge given her is in me-
morable words: "Be so merciful that you be not too
remiss; so execute justice that you forget not mercy.
Punish the wicked, protect and cherish the just, and
lead your people in the way wherein they should go."

It took many centuries to mature the law which is
administered under the Crown. Among the most
notabie advances were the Habeas Corpus Act which
provided the necessary guarantees for safeguarding
the individual, and the Act of Settlement, which took
judges from under control of the executive and made
them irremovable except on a joint address from both
Houses of Parliament.

By these, and hundreds of minor gains, that rule of
law was established which is still a pattern for the
world. The forward march of legal processes may be
traced in continuous line from King Alfred’s Dome-
Book or code of laws of the ninth century, and the laws
and customs of these ten or eleven centuries have been
absorbed into the lives of many countries.

Crown and Parliament

In government, the sovereign acts only upon the
advice of constitutional advisers responsible to parlia-
ment. Herein is a paradox: while the powers of the




