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1  Introduction: A Thousand Years of History 4:02
2  Chapter 1: The Anglo Saxons 7:35
3  When Alfred died in 899… 8:36
4  Chapter 2: The Normans 4:34
5  In 1100, William Rufus died… 5:03
6  Chapter 3: The Plantagenets 4:26
7  Henry was succeeded by his eldest surviving son, Richard. 6:55
8  John’s son, Henry III, was crowned in a hurry… 5:51
9  Edward’s son, Edward II, became King in 1307… 6:14
10  Richard II was only ten years old when he became king… 5:55
11  Henry V took the throne in 1413… 5:56
12  Edward IV became king in 1461… 5:27
13  Chapter 4: The Tudors 8:28



3

14  If the Pope wouldn’t allow Henry to divorce… 5:14
15  In 1552, Edward became very ill… 4:08
16  Elizabeth I became queen at the age of twenty-five. 5:31
17  Elizabeth’s greatest challenge came from another queen… 4:35
18  Chapter 5: The Stuarts 4:48
19  Charles I became king at the age of twenty-four. 4:42
20  In 1649, England became a republic… 5:40
21  In 1685, Charles died. 7:24
22  Chapter 6: House of Hanover 6:21
23  George III was the grandson of George II. 6:33
24  William was the third son of George III. 8:46
25  Chapter 7: The House of Windsor 8:00
26  Elizabeth became queen at just twenty-five years old… 6:39

 
  Total time: 2:37:23
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 Through this ceremony in 1953, 
Elizabeth took her place in a long line 
of monarchs stretching back to William 
the Conqueror and beyond, to the first 
Anglo-Saxon kings of England. Monarchs 
are relatively rare nowadays, after over 
two centuries of republican movements. 
Of 200-odd countries in the world, only 
44 have a monarch, and of those, sixteen 
are in the British Commonwealth – the 
association of states that were once 
Britain’s empire – so Elizabeth is their 
queen, too. 
 The British monarch has many duties. 
She or he is Supreme Head of the Church 
of England and Commander-in-Chief of 
Britain’s armed forces. This last title harks 

In 2012, Queen Elizabeth II celebrated her 
diamond jubilee. Bells rang out, bands 
played and parties were held in towns and 
villages across Britain to celebrate sixty 
years of Elizabeth’s reign.
 Sixty years before, the young princess 
had taken her coronation vows. She 
had made a solemn oath to govern the 
peoples of the United Kingdom and its 
territories abroad according to their laws 
and customs. She promised to maintain 
the Church of England – a church founded 
by her predecessor, Henry VIII. She was 
then anointed with holy oil and raised to 
queenly status in a ceremony that also 
stressed her duty to be a faithful servant 
of her people.

Jen Green

Kings & Queens 
of  England
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back to the days when British rulers led 
their armies into battle – and won glorious 
victories if they were lucky. Victorious 
monarchs were always very popular. 
Unfortunately the reverse was also true: if 
they were defeated, their own popularity 
was likely to dip severely. 
 Traditionally, the monarch is also head 
of the justice system and the civil service, 
including the secret service. The queen 
receives certain types of intelligence 
before the Prime Minister. In practice, the 
British monarch’s role is mainly ceremonial. 
It is Parliament that governs Britain. The 
Church of England, civil service, army 
and justice system run themselves. The 
monarch’s role is restricted to what has 
been called the ‘dignified bit’ – giving 
out honours, presiding at banquets and 
representing Britain abroad. Nonetheless, 
many people see the queen and her 
family as one of Britain’s greatest assets, 
encouraging tourism and promoting 
Britain’s image abroad. 
 Since the 1520s British monarchs 
have styled themselves ‘Defender of the 
Faith’. The first king to be called this was 
Henry VIII, and the faith in question was 

Catholicism. This is ironic in view of the 
fact Henry later broke with the Catholic 
church to set up his own brand of 
Christianity. And all for the most personal 
of reasons – because he wanted to divorce 
one wife and marry another.
 Since the days of Anglo-Saxon kings, 
English monarchs have ruled with the help 
– or hindrance – of a council or parliament. 
In fact, the history of Britain’s kings and 
queens reads as one long power struggle 
between monarchs and their parliaments, 
as each sought to gain the upper hand. 
In the 1630s King Charles I tried to rule 
without Parliament altogether. Civil war 
followed. The king was captured, tried and 
beheaded for treason. After just eleven 
years as a kingless republic, the monarchy 
was brought back, but ever after, British 
monarchs had to bow to the will of the 
people, represented by Parliament. 
 Britain is a hereditary monarchy. This 
means the office passes down within the 
royal family. Throughout history, it has 
always passed to male heirs in preference 
to females. Very few queens have ruled 
in their own right. Despite this, some of 
Britain’s most famous and best-loved rulers 
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have been women. In 1588 on the eve 
of invasion, Queen Elizabeth I rallied her 
troops dressed in a soldier’s breastplate, 
claiming to have ‘the body of a weak and 
feeble woman; but the heart and stomach 
of a king’. In the 1800s Queen Victoria 
presided over the greatest empire the 
world has ever known. Both queens gave 
their names to the age in which they lived.
 Throughout her reign, the present 
queen has carried out her duties with 
dignity and dedication. But in days gone 
by, this has not always been so. More than 
a few monarchs have preferred activities 
such as gambling, drinking and having 
love affairs to the sober business of ruling. 
And not all have been dignified. Some 
were famous for swearing, sloppy table 
manners or making tactless remarks.
 Queen Elizabeth’s reign has now 
lasted longer than many people’s lifetimes. 
The last sixty years have seen amazing 
changes, including the birth of space 
travel, the arrival of personal computers 
and the world wide web. Throughout 
these long years the queen has worked 
to keep the monarchy up to date. In the 
1960s a TV documentary allowed people 

to glimpse the monarch’s private life for 
the first time. 
 In July 2012 the queen opened the 
London Olympic Games. The opening 
ceremony included a film with the queen 
in the starring role, briefing the arch-spy 
James Bond, played by Daniel Craig, on 
a new secret mission. She then boarded 
a helicopter and appeared to parachute 
down into the Olympic Stadium! Through 
this performance the 86-year old queen 
showed her sense of humour. She also 
showed her ability to reflect the public 
mood and show off the best of Britain. 
In future, the monarchy will continue to 
evolve to keep pace with the times. 

Notes by Jen Green
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The music on this recording is taken from the NAXOS catalogue

ELGAR CORONATION MARCH 8.557273
New Zealand Symphony Orchestra; James Judd, conductor 

CHOMINCIAMENTO DI GIOIA  8.557273
Ensemble Unicorn

VENTADORN QUAN VEI LA LAUZETA MOVER 8.554257
Ensemble Unicorn; Michael Posch, conductor

MUNDY FANTASIA 8.554284
Rose Consort of Viols

LAWES ROYAL CONSORT IN D MINOR: AIRE 8.550601
Rose Consort of Viols

HANDEL MY HEART IS INDITING (HWV 261) 8.557003
Royal Academy Consort; Jeremy Summerly, conductor

ELGAR POMP AND CIRCUMSTANCE MARCH NO. 4 8.557273
New Zealand Symphony Orchestra; James Judd, conductor 

CAREY GOD SAVE THE QUEEN  8.225321
Slovak Radio Symphony Orchestra; Peter Breiner, conductor

Music programmed by Sarah Butcher
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Benjamin Soames trained at LAMDA. He appeared in the popular TV 
series Sharpe and toured worldwide in the acclaimed Cheek by Jowl 
production of Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, directed by Declan 
Donnelan. He has read The Tale of Troy, The Adventures of Odysseus, 
Tales from the Greek Legends, Great Rulers of Ancient Rome, Great 
Scientists and their Discoveries, Great Inventors and their Inventions, 
Stories from Shakespeare: The Plantagenets and featured in From 
Shakespeare – with love for Naxos AudioBooks.
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Read by Benjamin Soames

Which king liked to bathe while the band played Rule Britannia? Which 
queen was so fat she needed a hoist to get on the throne? Which prince shut 
his wife out of Westminster Abbey to prevent her from being crowned? Who 
was the blood-thirstiest monarch of them all? Kings and Queens of England 
is a no-holds-barred account of the British monarchy with the gossip and 
gore left in, and nothing left out! It leaves no stone unturned in its mission to 
portray kings and queens as they really were, warts and all. 

Benjamin Soames trained at LAMDA. He has read The Tale of 
Troy, The Adventures of Odysseus, Tales from the Greek Leg-
ends, Great Rulers of Ancient Rome, Great Scientists and their 
Discoveries, Great Inventors and their Inventions and Stories 
from Shakespeare: The Plantagenets for Naxos AudioBooks.
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