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THE ‘MICHAEL KENT’ COLLECTION 

‘The Story of a Coronation’ 

As told through the Commemoratives, Memorabilia and Ephemera produced for  

The Coronation of King George VI & Queen Elizabeth at Westminster Abbey, 12th May 1937  

 

Definition: A Commemorative is considered to be a permanent, decorative record of people and events in the 

life of a Nation 

The Coronation Ceremony: An occasion for pageantry and celebration, but it is also a solemn religious 

ceremony, and has remained essentially the same for over a thousand years. For the last 900 years, 

the ceremony has taken place at Westminster Abbey, London. The service is conducted by the Archbishop of 

Canterbury, whose task this has almost always been since the Norman Conquest in 1066 

For over 40 years Michael Kent (1932–2020), a Chartered Surveyor and family man from Surrey, 

amassed an extraordinary collection. With no exaggeration, it is probably one of the most comprehensive 

collections of commemoratives, memorabilia and ephemera from the 1937 Coronation of King George VI 

and Queen Elizabeth in the World, comprising thousands of curated items. So where did this collecting 

obsession begin, and what was the catalyst behind it? 

It all started modestly enough, when Michael was assigned the task of clearing a house. While 

sorting through the contents, he came across a complete cigarette card album which commemorated the    

12th of May 1937 Coronation of George VI and Queen Elizabeth. It was in good condition, with great care 

having been taken with its collation and assemblage, and as a consequence Michael felt that it should not just 

be thrown away – the collecting spirit behind it resonated with him.  His interest in this particular Coronation 

was further enhanced by the fact that his wife Yvonne had an uncle, Frederick Burgess, who was Head 

Coachman for Queen Elizabeth, the Queen Mother.  In addition her cousin’s husband, Alexander Weddle, 

also worked for the Royal Mews and as such the royal association went down the family line. Michael, as a 

patriotic monarchist, had always been intrigued by this family connection and therefore this seemingly 

insignificant find proved to be the trigger point for his truly remarkable collection journey, which absorbed 

him for the following four decades. 

His specialism focussed on the events, commemoratives, souvenirs and general ephemera which 

arose from the 1937 Coronation. What Michael soon realised was that items were issued and manufactured 

by virtually every factory, town and organisation in Great Britain and the Commonwealth, and ranged from 

ceramics, glass, textiles, toys, tins, newspapers, signs, printed matter, to silver, metal ware, cigarette cases 

and everything in between! In addition, every business, club and society throughout the land organised 

events for their staff and the general public to celebrate the historic event, and as such Michael also compiled 

a comprehensive portfolio of the souvenir programmes and printed matter produced nationwide for the Royal 

occasion.  

What is fascinating is that Michael Kent has managed to find the minutiae - invites issued to the 

guests at Westminster Abbey; tickets to watch the procession; a swatch of fabric especially commissioned 

for the coronation to hang in the Abbey; the signature of George VI; letters; instructions to Gold Staff 

Officers within the Abbey ie which important guest should sit where; the mundane details that had to be 

attended too in order to put on such a display of pomp and pageantry. Michael Kent’s collection is therefore 

also fascinating on a socio-historic level, giving a glimpse into a specific historic moment in time via the 

objects and printed matter produced.  Michael’s obsessive passion filled his home, with items strategically 

tracked down, meticulously stored and documented. He was a man on a mission, and as such his collection is 

exceptionally broad and really rather remarkable in its range and scope. His ambition was to find everything 

ever produced for this historic event, and hence this auction is a tribute to Michael Kent, in memory of his 

life’s work, passion and pure doggedness displayed on his quest! This is Michael Kent’s legacy, and should 

be suitably celebrated.  

“mighty oaks from little acorns grow” 
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THE BACKGROUND HISTORY 

To give some context to Michael Kent’s collection, it is worth understanding the 

extraordinary background events in the run up to the Coronation of King George VI and Queen 

Elizabeth (the Queen Mother). This will help demonstrate why Great Britain felt it was imperative 

to put on a good ‘show’ to the World, and emotionally and commercially connect with their own 

people and the wider realm. 

In 1936, often referred to as ‘The Year of the Three Kings’, George V died at Sandringham 

and the Prince of Wales inherited the throne, claiming the title of King Edward VIII.  However 

before his coronation, in December 1936, he abdicated to be with his divorced American lover 

Wallis Simpson – his love for her was greater than his love for his country. As such, Edward VIII 

was never crowned. His brother, the Duke of York, had to reluctantly ascend the throne in his wake, 

with the title King George VI. The abdication shocked the monarchy and the public, and the date 

organised at Westminster Abbey for the coronation of Edward VIII on the 12th May 1937, had to 

hurriedly be changed to the coronation date of George VI and his consort Queen Elizabeth (the 

future Queen Mother). The mass production of commemoratives for Edward VIII had to be halted, 

and the manufacturing industry had less than six months to design and produce new 

commemoratives for the crowning of King George VI and Queen Elizabeth.  

The abdication rocked the British public and the Commonwealth, and the vast array of 

commemoratives manufactured for the 1937 coronation at Westminster Abbey was one way of 

enforcing the message that the monarchy was still a stable entity and a force for good, ensuring the 

loyalty of the public and businesses to the Royal Family. In essence they were a propaganda tool, a 

message further endorsed by broadcasting the coronation globally, the first time this had ever been 

done. The prosperity of British industry and its commercial interests were of particular concern and 

this impressive spectacle was a great opportunity to show the world that Britain and the 

Commonwealth were globally still a power to be reckoned with, despite the abdication crisis. The 

1937 coronation commemoratives in this collection therefore represent a specific moment in history 

for Great Britain and the Commonwealth, at a time of flux and change, and unknowingly just two 

years away from the outbreak of the Second World War. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


