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CREATIVE WRITING WORKSHOPS: TEACHER NOTES  
THE STATE ROOMS, BUCKINGHAM PALACE 
 
 

 

WORKING FROM HOME 
 

 

A very stately palace before him, the name of which was Beautiful 

John Bunyan 

       

A visit to Buckingham Palace – very stately and very beautiful - makes an exciting and intriguing 

source for creative writing. Descriptions can be made of its fabulous rooms and the treasures they 

hold, and stories and dialogues written of the people who live there.  This year’s creative writing 

sessions for schools will explore the many uses of a Palace, with some of its people, its making and its 

history.  

 

Buckingham Palace isn’t just a tourist attraction. It’s the imposing and historic setting for state 

occasions, banquets and investitures, the magical setting for receptions, garden-parties and occasional 

musical events, the well-ordered setting for the business of government - and during the summer 

opening, it’s the vibrant and welcoming setting for thousands of visitors from all over the world.  But 

that’s not all - it’s also very much a family home, where the Royal Family lives and works, and from 

which they set out on state visits all over the globe.  

 



 

 

 

 

A Brief History of Buckingham Palace 

 

George IV once lived just down the road at Carlton House, but on becoming King, he decided that 

he needed something much larger, much grander – a proper Palace to impress the public and big 

enough for entertaining on a stupendous scale. He acquired Buckingham House, then just a large 

mansion, and with his architect John Nash, set about adding a suite of State Rooms and decorating 

them in a fashion he deemed fit for a king. Sadly, he didn’t live to enjoy his creation – he died in 1830 

while it was still being completed. His successor William IV hated it and spent his six years as 

monarch elsewhere. When Queen Victoria became Queen, she lifted the dustsheets and recognized 

the merits of the building as an appropriate focus for the monarchy. She moved in immediately.  

 

But once married and with a growing family, it became evident that the Palace was no longer big 

enough. She made her feelings clear in a letter to the Prime Minister, Sir Robert Peel. She wrote: 

 

‘Sir Robert is acquainted with the state of the Palace, and the total want of accommodation for our growing 

little family, which is fast growing up… most parts of the Palace are in a sad state, and will ere long require a 

further outlay to render them decent… A room, capable of containing a larger number of those persons 

whom the Queen has to invite in the course of the season to balls, concerts, etc. than any of the present 

apartments can at once hold, is much wanted…’  

 

So the decision was made to extend the Palace with an addition to the East Wing to include the 

Ballroom, and to refurbish the Great Staircase, with the addition of kitchens below. 

 

The result is the Palace as it’s known and loved the world over today, and which your students will 

experience and write about on their visit. They will take away with them a ‘Writer’s Notebook’ of 

ideas and reminders of the two hours spent in the Palace. These and the follow-up suggestions at the 

end of these notes can be developed into longer, finished pieces of writing or other creative projects. 

A selection of the following images and views in the Palace will be used.  

 

All images of paintings and works of art below can be found digitally at:  

www.royalcollection.org.uk/exhibitions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.royalcollection.org.uk/exhibitions


 

 

 

The Australian State Coach    

The Australian coach-maker W.J. 

Frecklington, who also made the 

Diamond Jubilee Coach, made the Coach 

for the bi-centenary of Australia in 1988. 

It was presented to the Queen in 

Canberra and transported back to the 

UK. Unlike the other State Coaches, the 

Australian Coach is all electric – lighting, 

window-control and heating. It also has 

stabilisers underneath the main carriage, so no one feels seasick as they sometimes do in the others.  

 

On the Carriage door are the two initials E, rather than the usual EIIR, because the Queen is the first 

and only Queen Elizabeth of Australia. Instead of the British lion and the unicorn, the coat of arms of 

Australia bears a kangaroo and emu. They support the shields of the 6 states of Australia and the 

balustrade round the roof displays the symbolic flowers of each state, including the Waratah of New 

South Wales – the pompom.  

 

The Staircase 

 

The redesigned Grand Staircase leading up to the State Rooms was finished in 1845, some fifteen 

years before the ballroom was completed, so for the time being, it served as a very grand entrance to 

congested and uncomfortable if elegant, public rooms.  

     

 

 

 

The portraits that hang high around the walls of the Great Staircase are all of close relatives of 

Queen Victoria. She chose each painting and the place for its display as you see them today, to 

display her pedigree and the personal value to her of her family. Among them are:  

  

Grand Staircase at Buckingham Palace, 

1848. RCIN 919902 



 

 

 

 

Sir George Hayter 

Victoria, Duchess of Kent (1786-1861) 

Signed and dated 1835 

Oil on canvas 

RCIN 405421 

Victoria, Duchess of Kent, was Queen Victoria’s mother. Painted in 

1835, the picture was a gift for her fifteenth birthday, when 

Victoria was still a princess. The Duchess wears a velvet gown and 

a hat with flamboyant feathers. The little spaniel gambolling beside 

her is probably Dash, the Princess’s favourite dog. The Princess 

wrote in her journal: ‘my full-length portrait of Mamma done by 

George Hayter has been hung up in my study and looks so well. It 

is so like & is so beautifully painted’.  

 

 

 

 

Sir David Wilkie 

Augustus, Duke of Sussex (1773-1843) 

Signed and dated 1833 

Oil on Canvas 

RCIN 405420 

Although Queen Victoria disliked Sir David Wilkie, the 

artist, it was his portrait of her favourite uncle, Augustus, 

Duke of Sussex, that she chose to put on the wall of the 

newly decorated staircase in pride of place between her 

mother and father. The Duke also carried the Scottish 

title of Earl of Inverness, and the Queen loved Scotland 

and all things Scottish. The Duke is shown in the costume 

of a Highland Chief, leaning on a Highland broadsword 

and holding a chieftain’s plumed bonnet. The Garter star 

and sash are almost lost in the splendour of his dress. A 

targe, (a small shield), and the body of an eagle that he 

has presumably shot while hunting, lay at his side, while 

his dog gazes up at him.  

 

The portrait flatters the Duke by portraying him as a rugged hero. In reality, he wasn’t a man of 

action, but he was 6ft 3ins tall and painted from a low angle that makes him look even taller, so 

presenting a convincing impression of strength and courage.  

 



 

 

George Dawe 

Edward, Duke of Kent (1767-1820) 

1818 

Oil on Canvas 

RCIN 405419 

Both Edward, Duke of Kent and his brother, Augustus, Duke of Sussex, 

were born in Buckingham House before it became a palace. Edward 

didn’t get on well with his father, King George III, and was sent away to 

become a soldier when little more than a lad. He rose to be Field 

Marshal, and this is the uniform he is wearing in the painting that Queen 

Victoria bought to put up on the Staircase wall. In the army he proved 

quite a disciplinarian but was also fair to his men and the hand on the 

cannon in the picture would suggest that he was always ready to defend 

his country.  

 

The Duke married a widow, Princess Victoria Mary Louisa of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld at Kensington 

Palace. When their daughter, Alexandrina Victoria, was born in May 1819, her proud father said: ‘Look at 

her well, for she will be Queen of England’- and indeed she was. 

 

Alison Pullen 

The Throne Room, Buckingham Palace 

1998 

RCIN 933469 

In this watercolour and photographic collage, Alison Pullen shows the 

Throne Room almost like a stage set, which is how George IV must have 

seen it when deciding on its design with John Nash. A stage on which he 

would be displayed as the chief actor in all the ritual and pleasure that he 

proposed for this lavish room.  

 

Dowbiggin & Co 

Queen Victoria’s Throne 

1837 

Carved gilt wood, velvet 

RCIN 2608 

This is the throne that was made for Victoria when at the age of 

nineteen, she was crowned Queen of Great Britain.  Made of 

carved gilt wood, the throne chair is upholstered in crimson 

velvet and lacework. On the top rail is a carved crown and 

national emblems. The frame is elaborately decorated with oak 

and acanthus leaves and laurel with berries – all symbols of 

power, strength and elegance. On the back of the throne are the 

emblems of Great Britain – roses, thistles and shamrocks.  



 

 

 

There are several other thrones displayed in the magnificent Throne Room, but Queen Victoria’s is 

the smallest, its seat the lowest. This is because she was tiny, 1.52 metres or not quite 5ft tall. With a 

throne the normal height her feet wouldn’t have reached the floor, not quite the dignified image she 

would have wished to present.  

 

Louis Haghe 

Buckingham Palace: The Picture Gallery, 28 

June 1853 

Dated 1853 

Watercolour and bodycolour over pencil 

RCIN 919917                 

   

Louis Haghe’s painting shows the Picture Gallery in 

1853 on the occasion of the christening of the last 

of Queen Victoria’s children, Prince Leopold. The Picture Gallery is still often used for parties and 

entertainment at the Palace, the many celebrated Great Master paintings gazing down from the walls 

on scenes of glittering display.  

 

 

Sir Antony van Dyck 

Charles I and Henrietta Maria with their two eldest 

children Prince Charles and Princess Mary 

1631-32 

Oil on canvas 

RCIN 405353  -  George IV’s coat of arms on the frame 

 

Van Dyck came to England to become Court Painter to 

Charles I in 1632 and this picture was his first 

commission. Charles is seated next to his Queen, 

Henrietta Maria of France, with their two eldest children 

– Prince Charles, later King Charles II, leaning on his 

father’s knee and wearing ‘petticoats’ and Princess Mary, 

the baby in her mother’s arms – a picture of family 

domesticity and affection.  

 

Two little dogs play at their feet, adding to the informality - but the swathes of shimmering fabric, the 

jewels and lace, the tall column and the crown set on the table at one side, at once bring it back into 

the realms of royalty, status and power. In Van Dyck’s skilful  hands, for the first time, these two 

aspects of a royal sitter are sensitively and perceptively portrayed. Perhaps ominously, in the 

background are the silhouettes of Parliament House and Westminster Hall, where Charles was to 

meet his opponents and ultimately, his fate.   



 

 

 

 

 

Franz Xavier Winterhalter    

The Royal Family in 1846     

1846   

Oil on canvas 

RCIN 405413  

Queen Victoria is depicted here as both sovereign 

and mother. The scene is one of domestic 

harmony, albeit with many allusions to royal 

status: grandeur in the form of jewels and 

furniture, tradition through the Order of the 

Garter, and the suggestion of the continuation of 

the royal lineage.  

 

The Prince of Wales, wearing a Russian blouse, the gift of a Russian cousin, stands beside his mother 

but meets the gaze of his father. Prince Alfred is on the left in ‘petticoats’ like Prince Charles in the 

Van Dyck painting. He walks towards his three sisters – Victoria, Princess Royal on the far right, 

Princess Alice and the infant Princess Helena. Queen Victoria wears an emerald and diamond diadem 

designed by Prince Albert in 1845 and still often worn by the Queen today.  

 

 

Eugène Louis Lami 

The Stuart Ball at Buckingham Palace, 

13 June 1851 

Signed and dated 1851 

Watercolour and white bodycolour 

RCIN 919904 

The Stuart Ball was one of three costume 

balls given by Queen Victoria and Prince 

Albert in the Throne Room.  Dances were 

specially choreographed for the occasion, 

but even looking down from a high view point, it’s clear that the room is extremely crowded, with 

little chance to see the gorgeous 17th century gowns to their advantage and putting them at risk – as 

John Ruskin, the artist and critic described on another occasion in the Throne Room when his wife 

Effie was presented at Court: ‘…there was the most awful crush I ever saw in my life. The floor was 

covered with the ruins of ladies dresses, torn lace and fallen flowers.’   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Louis Haghe 

The Ballroom, Buckingham Palace,    

17 June 1856 

Dated 1856 

Watercolour 

RCIN 919910  

 

The grace and elegance of the new 

ballroom is evident in Haghe’s painting of 

the second inaugural ball in June, 1856. 

Even with the enormous crinolines and 

formal manners in fashion, there is a feeling of space, of lightness and ease. 

 

The great cost of building these additional rooms was at least partially covered by the sale of George 

IV’s Pavilion in Brighton. Much of the contents was sold, but by retaining some – the gilded organ and 

the brilliant chandeliers among them – further economies were made. An example of thrifty 

architectural salvage and reuse!  

 

 S & P Erard  

Grand Piano      

1856     

Gilded, painted and varnished mahogany, 

satinwood and pine with brass and gilt bronze 

mounts  

RCIN 2426 

 

For Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, the piano 

was the centre of music-making at home and they 

installed pianos in the private apartments of all 

their residences. Together they played 

arrangements of overtures and symphonies, and 

accompanied each other in song.  

 

This elaborately decorated instrument by Erard was intended as a showpiece for the State Rooms at 

Buckingham Palace as well as for the royal couple’s own pleasure. The gilded case is decorated in the 

French early eighteenth-century style with cherubs and ‘singeries’ – comical but decorative scenes 

popular in the 18th century, involving monkeys and other creatures playing musical instruments and 

making mischief.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Some Follow-up Activities: 

 

 Take your favourite from the pieces of writing you did in the Palace and bring it to a polished 

conclusion. 

 Remember, Queen Victoria’s Uncle Augustus was painted from a low viewpoint, to make him 

look heroic. Experiment with the angle from which you paint or draw a person or an object – 

on a level with you, or from above or below. What difference does it make to the impression 

you’re creating? 

 King Charles I dispensed with Parliament and insisted on ruling as an absolute monarch, ‘by 

divine right’. Queen Victoria depended on her Prime Ministers and the elected government to 

guide her through affairs of state. Run a debate on which of these two ways – or perhaps 

others as well - the country should be run.  

 Suppose you were invited to take part in a procession, riding in the Australian State Coach. 

Write a story, or make a flip-book, of your journey – why are you in the Coach? How did it 

feel, what did you see and hear? Remember the Australian State Coach runs smoothly and 

everything works at the press of a button, except for the driver riding postilion and the 

horses! Other coaches are not so luxurious.  Write the same journey but this time you’re in 

one of the older coaches –a much bumpier ride and things like the windows not working 

quite so smoothly. 

 Set up an investiture to take place in your school hall. How will it be decorated? Plan the 

ceremony. Design two or three different medals. Who will receive them, and why? Who will 

present them? Will anyone be worthy of a knight- or damehood? Write out the citations for 

your awards (a short text that explains what each person has done that’s so special and why 

they should get an award). Either read them out or display them for everyone to see. 

 Make a radio play about the Queen in the secret room, waiting to greet her guests. Who is 

with her? What do they see through the door that amuses them, makes them angry or 

perhaps even nervous? Use music and sound effects to enhance the atmosphere.  

 Remember the gold piano that Prince Albert gave to Queen Victoria as a present?  

 Create a ‘singerie’ to decorate your classroom – everyone contributing a tiny piece of the 

picture.   

 

For further information, more images from the 

Royal Collection and lesson plans on life and the 

changes in Buckingham Palace from Queen 

Victoria’s accession in 1837, to the death of Prince 

Albert in 1861, go on to the London Grid for 

Learning Website (please note, an LGfL login is 

required) 

queen-victoria.lgfl.net  


