The Crown Jewels Audio Tour
The Tower of London

Overview

Discover more about this priceless collection of treasures that are still in use today.

Stop 1 History and Ceremony

Narrator: 
You are about to enter the Crown Jewels exhibition, which was re-presented in March 2012, in partnership with the De Beers Family of Companies. Listen to this introduction before you go inside.

The exhibition explores the importance of the Crown Jewels to the British Monarchy, the role of the Tower in protecting these treasures and the fascinating history of coronations in England. The Crown Jewels themselves, which are part of the Royal Collection, are displayed at the heart of the display, to awe and dazzle. 

The Crown Jewels have a deeply symbolic value for the British Monarchy. The crowns, orbs, sceptres, trumpets, maces, and other pieces in the collection all play a role when a new King or Queen ascends the throne. The coronation ceremony dates back to the 8th century, but the first detailed account appears in 973 when King Edgar was crowned at Bath. Since 1066, the coronation ceremony has taken place at Westminster Abbey in London, although there have been a few exceptions. 

The ceremony has not changed very much since this time, and the order of the ceremony is as follows. First, the monarch swears an oath to rule with wisdom and mercy, and to uphold the Church. He or she is then anointed on the head and body with holy oil. The investiture ceremony follows: the monarch is dressed in golden robes and the Archbishop of Canterbury presents the monarch with a ring, a sword, a sceptre, an orb and a crown. Each item of the Crown Jewels, also known as the Regalia, has its own significance as part of the coronation ceremony. Each is steeped in tradition, symbolism and represents the sacred principles that lie at the very heart of the British monarchy and this nation’s history and culture.

The Crown Jewels are a working collection, and many of the items are regularly in use. If there is an ‘in use’ sign in place of an object, then you know that it’s performing a state duty. In the case of the Imperial State Crown, the King could actually be wearing it as you walk through the Jewel House!

There is no audio tour to guide you through the exhibition, as it is an immersive experience for you to enjoy. But we do have commentaries on four key pieces of the regalia which you can listen to before, or after, leaving the exhibition, or even in the queue! Do ask the Jewel House Wardens if you have any questions while you are inside – they are very knowledgeable and always happy to help.


Stop 2 The Anointing Spoon 

Narrator:
The silver gilt anointing spoon plays an important part in the coronation ceremony: it’s used to anoint the new monarch with holy oil, which is taken from a vessel called an ‘ampulla’. 
Keith Hanson, Chief Exhibitor at the Tower.

Keith Hanson:
Now the ampulla is an eagle with a removable head. It’s unscrewed, and that then opens up the hollow body of the eagle. At Coronation, that hollow body is then filled with holy oil, a nice special recipe that the church puts together. In the front of the ampulla is a spoon. Now at the appropriate moment, the oil is poured out of the ampulla into the bowl of the spoon, the Archbishop then places his fingers into the oil and the Sovereign is anointed. 

Narrator:
The spoon itself is over 800 years old and is the oldest object in the Jewel House. It was part of the old Regalia, used by monarchs until the coronation of Charles I. But, after the King was executed in 1649, Parliament ordered the Regalia to be destroyed. They were powerful symbols of what Oliver Cromwell regarded as the ‘detestable rule of kings’; and the new government were determined that such symbols should be completely eradicated. The gold objects were sent to the Royal Mint, here at the Tower, to be melted down, and the gemstones were removed from their settings and sold. 

But, extraordinarily, the anointing spoon survived. It was bought by a member of the dead King’s household, and was not heard of again until the monarchy was restored in 1660. 

Keith Hanson:
A man called Clement Kynnersley spent 16 shillings on that spoon, very carefully hid it away for the 11 years of the interregnum and then when the new Crown Jewels were being assembled, he popped up with the spoon and offered it for sale. Of course he was talking a little more than 16 shillings. But it went back into use. The only alteration, it was gilded in gold and four small seed pearls were added for the coronation of William and Mary in 1689, but other than that it’s in the same condition it was over 800 years ago.


Stop 3 The Orb

Narrator:
Like other items of the Crown Jewels, the Orb is part of the dramatic history of the British monarchy itself. In 1649, after a bitter civil war, the monarchy was overthrown and King Charles I was executed. The historic Crown Jewels were broken up, sold off and destroyed. For the next 11 years, Britain was governed without a monarch, under the leadership of Oliver Cromwell. Then, once again, the mood of the nation changed, and, in 1660, the monarchy was restored. The new king, Charles II, recognised the important symbolism of the Crown Jewels. He ordered new regalia to be made, modelled on the lost regalia used by his father. This new set of regalia was completed for Charles II’s coronation, 23 April 1661, St George’s Day. It cost almost £13,000 – an enormous sum at the time. 

The Orb was part of that sumptuous new regalia. The hollow gold sphere is set with emeralds, pearls, rubies and sapphires, with 365 diamonds and one amethyst. 

The Sovereign’s Orb plays an important role in the coronation ceremony. The new monarch, sitting on the Coronation Chair, also known as St Edward’s Chair, receives it from the Archbishop of Canterbury, as a symbol of Christ’s sovereignty over the world. Then the Sceptre with the Dove and the Sceptre with the Cross are placed in the monarch’s left and right hands, respectively. Finally, St Edward’s Crown is placed on his or her head. This signifies the completion of the coronation ceremony and the full acknowledgement of the authority and responsibilities of the new King or Queen. 


Stop 4 The Sovereign’s Sceptre

Narrator:
The Sovereign’s Sceptre with Cross was made for the coronation of Charles II in 1661 and has been used at every coronation since. 

Throughout its long history, various alterations have been made to the top of the sceptre. The most significant change came in 1910, when a new gemstone was added – the largest top quality cut diamond in the world. The diamond was cut from the celebrated Cullinan diamond, which was found in the Premier Mine in present day South Africa in 1905, and given to King Edward VII by the Government of the Transvaal. Uncut, the diamond weighed over 3,000 carats. 

Cutting the Cullinan diamond took more than eight months; the result was nine major stones and 96 small brilliants. The largest of the cut stones is the Cullinan 1 diamond, also known as the First Star of Africa, weighing just over 530 carats. It is this diamond that is mounted in the head of the Sceptre with Cross. 

This sceptre symbolises royal power and justice and, during the coronation ceremony, it is placed in the monarch’s right hand. With the left hand, the monarch receives another sceptre – the Sceptre with Dove – representing fairness and mercy. Together, they signify the rights and responsibilities of the monarch and his or her duty to lead the people. 

Stop 5 The Imperial State Crown

Narrator:
The Imperial State Crown was made for the coronation of George VI in 1937, but there has always been a State Crown throughout the ages, and this crown is modelled closely on its predecessor. Different monarchs have added to the crown, and each jewel has its own rich history. The St Edward’s Sapphire, for example, set in the cross on the very top of the crown, is said to have belonged to the saint-king Edward the Confessor. The story goes that it was taken from a ring found on his finger when his tomb was opened, and his body was moved to his shrine at Westminster Abbey in 1163. So, the crown provides a link with the past and places the monarch within a deeply rooted royal tradition. 

The crown plays a pivotal role in the coronation ceremony and is worn by the sovereign at the conclusion of the service. Wearing this crown and carrying the Sovereign’s Orb and the Sceptre with Cross, the monarch processes the length of Westminster Abbey and exits to the sound of the National Anthem. It is at this point that we see the transformation from royalty to ruler. 

The Imperial State Crown is also a crown of office, which means it’s worn at official events or services – most notably at the State Opening of Parliament each year. If you have walked through the Jewel House and seen an ‘in use’ sign, then you know that the Queen is wearing the crown today.

Keith Hanson, Chief Exhibitor at the Tower. 

Keith Hanson:
The beauty of the Crown Jewels is they are real, they are working pieces of equipment and they continue to be so. So they not only represent a nation past, but also a nation for the future, so they are what everybody would expect and they are deemed to be the most premier collection of Crown Jewels in the world.


[End of Tour]
