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Fig. 6.6. Olympic Rings, 2012 London Olympic Opening Ceremony, July 27, 2012
73

 

Britain, using British humor to represent some of the same shifts in contemporary British culture 

that the Millennium Dome planners attempted, but failed, to recognize.  Boyle’s efforts proved 

much more successful, in large part because he got no less an institutional figure than the revered 

Diamond Queen herself in on the joke.  More significantly, however, the use of humor disarmed 

the audience, allowing Britons to put aside the remaining tensions that exist in a nation still 

trying to discover its own identity and purpose in a post-imperial world. 

The Queen’s arrival at the Opening Ceremony demanded a spectacular entrance, but 

Boyle chose not to employ one of the gilded coaches so familiar to Royal processions.  Rather, 

Boyle had James Bond, as played by Daniel Craig, to escort Her Majesty to the event via a 

prepared spoof video and staged helicopter jump (Fig. 6.7).  When the Queen greeted 007, 
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“Good evening, Mr. Bond,” and then proceeded to accompany him with the Royal corgis in tow, 

it became evident that even Her Majesty had not just relaxed protocol for the occasion but had 

thrown it completely out the window.
74

  Britons cheered openly for the display.
75

  Yet Boyle then 

proceeded to demythologize British ceremonial precedent even further by employing Mr. Bean 

as a member of the London Symphony Orchestra and ending his performance with a rude 

noise.
76

  In effect, the Queen of England, James Bond, and Mr. Bean staged a comedy double act 

that ended with a fart joke.  Cool Britannia had finally arrived. 

The Opening Ceremony featured many other highlights of British culture past and 

 

Fig. 6.7. Film of The Queen, James Bond (Daniel Craig), and the Royal corgis 

for the Olympic Opening Ceremony, July 27, 2012.
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present, always demonstrating the push and pull between the two with a nod and a wink that the 

British were finally comfortable enough to joke about themselves even during serious state 

occasions.
78

  At the same time, Boyle’s production managed to valorize British state institutions 

as disparate as British literature, the National Health Service, and 1960s music.  All of this took 

on a vaguely left-wing, progressive air.  Consequently, the further demythologizing of British 

pomp and circumstance that began in earnest with the post-Diana national mourning and the 

wayward Millennium Dome debacle continued, albeit much more successfully, with the Opening 

Ceremony.    

 Yet whatever the particular politics of Danny Boyle and his Opening Ceremony 

production, the spectacular success of the evening—a vibrant introduction for London and the 

British state to the rest of the world, and a reintroduction of Britain to Britons themselves—

ultimately served to restore the British ceremonial, even with elements of postmodernity mixed 

in, as something which could successfully reveal something about British identity and culture.  

While the “Britishness” presented at the Opening Ceremony reflected a smaller vision of Britain 

that virtually absented all of the old imperial trappings, and while it proceeded to offer up a 

clear-eyed assessment of how empire had influenced the course of British history, the Opening 

Ceremony also demonstrated how the continuity of the state and its history remained as 

unconquered as ever.  Finally, and as an interesting postlude to the event, fears that British 

efforts could not surmount the Chinese spectacle of 2008 came to naught when the people of 

Beijing responded positively to the 2012 Opening Ceremonies.  Some citizens even expressed 
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polite envy of London’s efforts.  "[I]t was more sincere [than the 2008 Opening Ceremonies]," 

summarized one Chinese onlooker.
79

  Perhaps such praise represents a far cry from the types of 

envy expressed at British events in 1851 or 1897, but once again the British ceremonial proved 

its worth as a propaganda effort, both at home and abroad. 

 Taken together, the events of 2012 demonstrated the evolution of the British spectacle 

from gatherings which had previously depended on their imperial roots to succeed to events that 

now housed a more comfortable pairing between the institutions of the past and the social 

concerns of the present.  Effectively, this served as their broader purpose, at least beyond the 

circumstances for which they were staged.  Whether or not the unlikely pairing of the Queen and 

Danny Boyle truly resurrected the British spectacle to its former glory remains an open question.  

Surely future endeavors will determine the final evolution of the ceremonial in public life.  For 

now, however, the events of 2012 further reinforced the permanence of the great convocations in 

the broader discourse associated with Britain and its role in history.   

 British history, and by extension the British ceremonial, often reveals an island nation 

that resists the invasion of foreign elements, avoids social and political upheaval, and almost 

never indulges in bloody revolution.  Modern British historical development, and by extension 

the modern British ceremonial, often successfully took this fundamentally conservative set of 

core values and national practices a step further: the British way of life became outwardly 

projecting and imperial in nature.  Indeed, the British Empire project succeeded on so many 

different levels that it became an integral part of British national identity.  The legacy of mid-

Victorian equipoise, the stability-driven apex of Britain’s ascendant influence in human affairs, 

continues to underpin British self-reflection, even as Britain has seen its empire fall away and its 
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international ambitions reduce.  British convocations since 1851, therefore, always reaffirm 

something about the fundamentally conservative nature of the British nation.  Even in their 

contemporary instantiations, British ceremonials still make room for the stability of the 

Constitutional Monarchy, for a pastoral and elegiac national imagination tamed by Victorian 

values and progress, and for the belief that Britain is a unique and special culture worthy of 

displaying.  One need look no further than Boyle’s progressive Opening Ceremony to see these 

forces still in full effect.  New cultural values, politics, and beliefs may influence life in 

contemporary Britain, but millennia-old institutions remain entrenched fixtures of both the 

popular imagination and the public spectacle.   

Only the most wayward of moments tend to allow for drift away from the ceremonial as a 

conservative force in British public life.  The Millennium Dome fiasco occurred in large part 

because of its lack of conservative British identity as a project.  Without foundational British 

institutions represented, as had become the norm for public convocations, the Dome lacked the 

same kind of ceremonial definition the public had grown familiar with and understood.  The 

Dome became a temporary political vanity project.  Boyle’s Opening Ceremony, combined with 

the wildly popular Royal Wedding of 2011 and the Diamond Jubilee of 2012, effectively 

restored traditional institutions to the public ceremonial, even as they wisely made room for a 

new popular outlook on what those institutions should do.  Put simply, Britons enjoyed them.   

The 2012 events, therefore, presented a visual metaphor for the healing of the ruptures 

between contemporary, post-imperial Britons and the historically significant institutions of state 

and society.  The post-Diana Royal Family, for example, no longer performs the removed and 

symbolic role of religious and secular imperial figurehead at most public convocations.  Instead, 

the House of Windsor now seeks to perform as a somewhat populist, though still privileged and 
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socially separate, family firm geared towards representing the British people as they are now: 

inward-looking but still aware of their unique history, cultural legacy, and evolving values.  

Hence, the reason why the typically stoic Queen Elizabeth deigns to entertain the notion of 

James Bond as her escort to an occasion as important at the Opening Ceremony of the Olympic 

Games.  In return, the popular imagination more readily accepts the increasingly populist face of 

the British Monarchy.  By accepting the Monarchy in this way, the popular will continues to 

accept implicitly the class-based social structures the Monarchy continues to validate.  Thus, we 

see a specific example of how contemporary British spectacles, even with their increasingly 

postmodern overtones, remain largely conservative projects. 

Contemporary British public convocations continue to trace the evolution of Modern 

British history, even as they begin to reflect a new era of national devolution and political 

autonomy from the imperial past.  The fact that contemporary public events in Britain continue 

to look backwards towards their imperial origins vis-à-vis their continuing reliance upon the 

institutions of the British imperial past, however, means that the British grand spectacle remains, 

at least in some form, a convocation of empire.  Yet this does not necessarily connote a negative 

or retrograde reading on the premise of British popular ceremonials in contemporary life.  The 

genius of Danny Boyle’s Opening Ceremony vision rested in its wide-eyed acceptance of all 

facets, including both the good and the bad, of British history.  The Opening Ceremony did not 

seek to obscure or revise the circumstances of Britain’s past or present.  Instead, the Opening 

Ceremony revealed Britain for what it truly is: an old country, a historically significant 

contributor to the course of human history, and a people willing to change, with measured 

reserve, for the sake of continuing stability and in the service of progress.  That same description 

applies to the best of those values on display at the 1851 Great Exhibition, and at many of 
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ceremonial and popular occasions since.  Through its grand public spectacles, be they imperial or 

post-imperial in nature, Britain has always revealed something about itself to both Britons and 

non-Britons alike.  The events of 1997-2012, with their sometimes erratic undertones, still make 

room for an ever-evolving formula for the practice and staging of spectacles.  The inherent 

meaning of those events remains unchanged, however.  Each major British public spectacle 

uniquely reflects the past, present, and future of Britain.  In this way, British ceremonials, for 

good or for ill, have become as much a part of British identity and practice as the myriad facets 

of Britishness they seek to display.  Public ceremony, even in contemporary life, is simply part 

of ritually being and acting British, and it likely will be for some time to come. 
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Chapter 7 

 

Conclusion: 

The Future of British Public Ceremony 

 

The arrival of a new Royal baby, often an occasion for considerable media attention and 

popular interest, also sometimes means the birth of a new heir to the British Throne.  When 

Queen Elizabeth II’s great-grandson was born on July 22, 2013, he automatically became the 

third in line to the succeed her after the baby’s grandfather, Prince Charles, the heir apparent, and 

the baby’s father, Prince William, Charles’ firstborn son and the second in the line of succession.  

While considerable attention focused on the birth announcements of both Charles and William, 

the arrival of the little prince, still unnamed at the time of his birth, generated a massive popular 

media spectacle.  British tabloids breathlessly reported the news that the social media website 

Twitter had more than 487 million users viewing postings about the Duchess of Cambridge, the 

new Royal baby’s mother, going into labor.
 1  

The instantaneous sharing of the news meant that 

Britons and non-Britons alike experienced the announcement very near to real time.  Clarence 

House, which housed the official offices of the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge, used its Twitter 

account to broadcast the news of the occasion at 8:29 p.m., nineteen minutes ahead of the 

traditional posting of the announcement on a gilded easel by the gates of Buckingham Palace. 

(Figs. 7.1, 7.2).
2
   

While the use of Twitter represented a deviation from traditional Royal protocol, it fell in  

                                                 
1
 Claire Ellicott, “Twitter in meltdown: 487million take to social networking site to share in the baby frenzy,” The 
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belongs in the newspapers of record, for example, but the public appetite for famous babies, apparently, inverts the 

model. 
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Fig 7.1. Clarence House, Twitter Post, July 22, 2013, 12:35 p.m., http://twitter.com/ClarenceHouse 

 

Fig. 7.2, The Official Announcement of Prince George’s Birth, July 22, 2013.
3
 

                                                 
3 Jaymi Mccann and Amanda Williams, “Euphoria outside Buckingham Palace as letter is placed on easel to 

announce arrival of bouncing baby prince,” The Daily Mail, July 22, 2013, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
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line with the general trend towards the modernization of the Monarchy’s public affairs in the 

aftermath of Diana’s death and the public backlash towards the House of Windsor that emerged 

from it.  Indeed, the official embrace of social media helped to fuel the public’s attention, as 

evidenced by the extraordinary amount of chatter on Twitter in the run up to the baby’s delivery.  

Crucially, however, the participation by official accounts on social media helped to control the 

dissemination of information about the Royal birth.  After all, if hundreds of millions of people 

around the globe simultaneously learned of the information at the same time, then the purveyors 

of that information, especially by using social media in conjunction with traditional media 

outlets, exercised a great deal of controlling influence over the story.  The Royal birth provided a 

case study in how an ancient institution managed to exercise this controlling authority.  

First came the long buildup and anticipation associated with the nine-month pregnancy, 

made all the more interesting to the public because of the question of how the Duchess of 

Cambridge, an oft-discussed style icon, would manage her image during her pregnancy.  As the 

expected delivery date grew closer, questions abounded about the sex of the child, the child’s 

name, and the exact date of the impending birth.  Once the Royal Household announced the 

birth, they held both public and media attention by delaying on naming the child.  As bookies at 

the various British betting shops placed odds on the likely names, punters collected their 

winnings from previous bets about the timing of the birth.  Then, finally, the announcement of 

the baby’s name came: George Alexander Louis.  All that remained, the introduction of the new 

baby to the public, came on the day after the birth when his parents took him home.
4
  Before 

leaving the hospital, the doting parents allowed the cameras to get a look at the little prince and 
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even answered a few questions about him.
5
  The public fixated on the story, while the media, 

undoubtedly, loved the ratings generated by the story.  Indeed, every aspect of the Royal birth 

represented a carefully controlled, meticulously planned, savvy media operation.  Therefore the 

operation unfolded until Prince George of Cambridge, the future King of England, became a 

household name in countless homes around the world.  The plan all along, as one sympathetic 

commentator put it, was to rejuvenate the Monarchy: “The great-grandmother in this story has 

not been a passive observer. Now the Duchess of Cambridge has had her son, the Queen will 

know that she has secured her dynasty, and the Monarchy, up to three generations into the 

future—perhaps into the 22nd century.”
6
  Thus, the public spectacle, as had so often happened in 

the 150 years of British history preceding it, served to aid in the conservation and perpetuation of 

a powerful national institution. 

Of course, very little about the birth of Prince George actually suggested anything new.  

While the deft use of social media marked an awareness on the part of the House of Windsor that 

it now had to communicate in decidedly twenty-first century ways, the narrative surrounding the 

Royal birth still slotted into the broader, ever-evolving historical metanarrative of British 

convocations.  In other words, the contemporary Royal spectacle, while stage-managed 

differently than Royal events during previous eras, remains a fundamentally conservative 

occasion.  The same applies to other public spectacles of state, as many of them aim to bolster 

standing governmental, commercial, or charitable interests all in need of public support (e.g. 

Remembrance Day, national sporting events, various charity schemes).  The trend towards 

integrating social media, while simultaneously retaining the time-tested fundamental structures 
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concerning what a spectacle does and how it does it, means that so long as institutions 

demonstrate a willingness to adapt to new models of operation, they will effectively retain the 

ability to conserve the public spectacle as an institution of authority and power in its own right.   

The British public spectacle as an institution, at least in its modern incarnations, 

ultimately aims to advance productive formulations of authority and power.  No longer does the 

public spectacle involve beheadings at the Tower of London.  Rather, the institution of 

Monarchy, for example, experiences revitalization by turning the happy occasion of weddings, 

births, and coronations into events designed to generate sympathetic sentiment.  Such benevolent 

measures of control fit the framework for one formulation of what Michel Foucault discussed in 

terms of power discourses.  As Foucault explained:  

[I]t seems to me that the notion of repression is quite inadequate for capturing what is 

precisely the productive aspect of power.  In defining the effects of power as repression, 

one adopts a purely juridical conception of such power, one identifies power with a law 

which says no, power is taken above all as carrying the force of prohibition. Now I 

believe that this is a wholly negative, narrow, skeletal conception of power, one which 

has been curiously widespread. If power were never anything but repressive, if it never 

did anything but to say no, do you really think one would be brought to obey it? What 

makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t only 

weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it induces 

pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse.  It needs to be considered as a productive 

network which runs through the whole social body, much more than as a negative 

instance whose function is repression.
7
   

 

The modern British spectacle certainly supplies plenty of Foucault’s “productive network.”  One 

needs look no further than the use of hundreds of millions of people simultaneously celebrating 

through social media not just the birth of a new baby but the periodic renewal of the body politic 

to see how the modern British spectacle shapes productive power in the service of existing 

institutions. 

                                                 
7
 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings: 1972-1977, ed. Colin Gordon, trans. 

Colin Gordon, Leo Marshall, John Mepham, Kate Soper (New York: Vintage Books, 1980), 119. Taken from 

Foucault’s essay on “Truth and Power.” 
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 Because the shaping of power through spectacles almost invariably serves to enhance the 

status of existing institutions—Monarchy, the government, commercial interests—the modern 

British spectacle, especially as determined by the sort of imperial and post-imperial 

metanarrative underpinning convocations from 1851-2012, remains a largely conservative force 

in contemporary British life.  Unsurprisingly, then, the political use of public spectacles has 

emerged over time between conservative and progressive political forces; the propaganda value 

of spectacles in helping to shape public opinion and the broader discourse has proven too great 

for either the Tories or Labour to resist taking up the planning of wide-scale events.  Yet because 

of the fundamentally conservative shaping of most spectacles, right-leaning political support for 

the staging of events, especially imperial events, tends to occur more enthusiastically.  For 

example, the Great Exhibition of 1851, while “progressive” in theme, featured a great deal of 

establishment support, especially from the Royal Family.
8
  The Jubilees of Victoria witnessed 

the enthusiastic support of a true champion of British imperialism, the Conservative Prime 

Minister, the Marquess of Salisbury.
9
  The Coronation of Elizabeth II saw the heavy involvement 

of Sir Winston Churchill, another imperialist Tory awash in late-Victorian sentiment.
10

  While 

more recently, the Diamond Jubilee of Elizabeth II and the 2012 London Summer Olympic 

Games received the enthusiastic backing of the Conservative Prime Minister, David Cameron.
11
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After all, these spectacles supported causes closely aligned with the politics of the British right: 

Empire, industry, Monarchy.  Even sports, with its valorization of rules, fair play, hard work, 

competition, teamwork, community building, and national unity, appeals to many of the 

sentiments of the right.   

 The alignment between conservative values and the Conservative Party reinforces the 

claim that public spectacles act to validate certain aspects of British state and society that remain 

largely absent from left-leaning politics.  Indeed, attempts made by the Labour Party to influence 

spectacles tend towards less successful outcomes.  The Millennium Dome fiasco, personally 

championed by Labour’s Tony Blair, stood as an example of how not to turn various postmodern 

ideals—inclusiveness, diversity, multiculturalism—into a national event.  The diffuse nature of 

the values at play simply did not form any sort of cohesive purpose, other than to speak to some 

sense of new politics.  In fact, the Millennium Dome, with its new attempt to convey something 

post-imperial to the British public, effectively undercut 150 years of metanarrative development 

about the nature of spectacles in British life.  It did not, however, successfully sever that 

metanarrative.  When Danny Boyle, for instance, also sought to champion certain progressive 

ideals in his production of the Opening Ceremony of the London Summer Olympics, he found a 

great deal more success by blending a left-of-center conceptualization of British history and 

identity with the same kinds of traditional institutions of British state and society which 

spectacles traditionally support.  Effectively, Boyle managed to reshape a grand national 

convocation into a reflection of Britain both past and present, all without undermining the event 

itself.  Ultimately, however, Boyle’s best of both worlds approach proved that the true nature of 

the spectacle remains conservative in nature.  British public ceremonies look to the past, they 

                                                                                                                                                             

buildings, it’s about people, it’s about sport, it’s about the economy, it’s about legacy, it’s about inspiration for the 

future - and frankly I want us to break records on every single one of them.” 
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support deep-seated institutions of power, and they actively reinforce social conceptions of 

historically informed Britishness.     

 One major exception to the general rule that British spectacles affirm a conservative 

vision of Britain comes about when occasional public reappropriations of the meaning and 

message of popular events take place.  The postwar war memorial movement and the public 

outcry after Princess Diana’s death both stand as good examples of the popular will dictating to 

the institutions of state how the performative aspects of public events will occur.  In the case of 

the postwar memorial movements that sprung up in towns and cities all across Britain, ordinary 

people organized public grieving and memory in accordance with their own wishes.  For once, 

the government followed the lead of the people, responding supportively for the most part.  The 

hue and cry that followed Diana’s death resulted in nothing less than the abandonment of 

centuries of ceremonial protocol for large, semi-state funerals.  In both cases, the institutions of 

power reacted to the spectacle of the people, rather than the people reacting to the spectacles of 

the institutions.   

The sorts of “ground up” mass movements in which the popular will asserts itself tend to 

occur only rarely in modern British history; nevertheless, they represent something akin to 

authentic social expression.   In the instance of the war memorial movement, Britons responded 

to the horrors of war with solemn but concerted effort; the response signaled a growing 

weariness of the costs of war and Empire.  The public outpouring over Diana’s death indicated a 

sense of growing discontent with the perceived stagnancy of the Monarchy.  In both cases, the 

institutions of state responded to the popular will.  The government grew increasingly reluctant 

to engage in the sorts of military games so common in the late-Victorian era in the aftermath of 

the new postwar sentiment, only rallying behind the militant Churchill in the dark hours of the 
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Second World War.  The Monarchy, meanwhile, responded to the public reaction against them in 

the wake of Diana’s death with a new spirit of openness and transparency.  While these are small 

concessions on the part of the powerful to the people, they do suggest that public spectacles can, 

under the right circumstances, work as “bottom up” affairs. 

 Overall, however, the willingness of the institutions most commonly responsible for the 

staging of national convocations to adapt to the contemporary post-imperial scene has meant that 

public spectacles remain a viable force in British social and political life.  Danny Boyle’s 

Olympic Opening Ceremony, with its politely socialist politics and its open recognition of the 

limitations of the Victorian worldview, demonstrated that room remains for even some limited 

progressive ideals in the modern instantiation of the national convocation.  Even still, the 

formula for mass public events retains much from its Victorian origins.  Each new spectacle 

renews and reaffirms the formula ensconced by the century-long imperial metanarrative arc that 

dominated popular gatherings: British mass convocations serve to reveal essential components of 

Britishness, both at home and abroad.  In the Foucauldian sense, however, such revelations 

deserve a skeptical eye.  Foucault once questioned: “what does it matter who is speaking?”  

When investigating events that speak to wide audiences, discovering those who establish, 

present, and underwrite those events matters a great deal, for it is the backers of those events 

who “speak.”  In turn, it is those backers who strive to establish the sort of Britishness—the 

values, beliefs, practices—each event reveals.  Mass public spectacles, therefore, help to define 

the British nation and its people.  Tracing those spectacles over a period of time means not only 

identifying the historical evolution from imperial Britain to post-imperial Britain, it means 

identifying the significant power structures at work that drove that historical evolution.   
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 Ultimately, each major British public event merits consideration from both a broad and 

narrow historical lens.  In a broad sense, the placement of each gathering within the historical 

context of its time deserves ample consideration.  So do the social and political forces present 

within that context.  Further, the idea of each event representing some link in a broader 

metanarrative chain also requires consideration, and, perhaps, a good deal of critical 

investigation in the Foucauldian tradition.  In a narrower sense, the particular arrangements 

associated with each event—who, what, when, where, why—require careful analysis.  According 

to the Geertzian tradition, so does the symbolism inherent in each spectacle.  Finally, there stands 

a need for analysis on the influence of each event in its immediate aftermath.  Taken together, 

both the wide and narrow examination presents an overview of modern British convocations that 

demonstrates their importance to recent history.  Going forward, further wide-angle and narrow 

perspective foci on public spectacles will undoubtedly continue to reveal them as significant 

benchmarks to the story of contemporary British life.   

From the moment Britons gathered to watch the Houses of Parliament burn in 1834 until 

the tweets heard around the world went out about the birth of Prince George in 2013, the British 

spectacle has marked the rise and fall of an empire, the economic transformation from 

industrialization to globalization, and the shifts in society from the Victorian to the postmodern.  

The great convocations of public life provide a means of measuring key moments of those 

changes in British history.  Little reason exists, therefore, to think that the public spectacle will 

not in some way continue as occasional historical, social, and political benchmarks well into the 

future.  In the coming decades alone, state funerals and coronations will occur.  The cry will 

inevitably ring out: “the Queen is dead, long live the King!”  The people will gather to mourn 

and to remember the passage of one Sovereign, and then they will gather again to celebrate the 
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crowing of their new Sovereign.  In the process, new public practices will emerge while ancient 

traditions are upheld.  Those practices and traditions will serve to aid in the conservation of the 

institutions of state.  They will aid political goals and satisfy media demand.  They will generate 

debate about the purpose of Monarchy in a changing world.  Above all, however, future state 

occasions, both Royal and non-Royal alike, will reveal a defining sense of Britishness to Britons 

and the rest of the world.  Indeed, no matter the particular event, that is what British public 

gatherings ultimately do.   
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