
WHEN IS STATE OPENING?
State Opening happens on the first day of a new 
parliamentary session or shortly after a general election. 

The next State Opening, His Majesty the King's first as 
Monarch, will take place on 7 November 2023.

WHAT HAPPENS DURING STATE OPENING?
State Opening is the main ceremonial event of the 
parliamentary calendar, normally attracting large 
crowds and a big television and online audience.

It is the only regular occasion when the three 
constituent parts of Parliament – the Monarch, the 
House of Lords and the House of Commons – meet.

The event begins with the Monarch’s procession from 
Buckingham Palace to the Houses of Parliament, 
escorted by the Household Cavalry.

The Monarch arrives at Sovereign's Entrance of the 
Houses of Parliament and proceeds to the Robing Room. 
Wearing the Imperial State Crown and the Robe of State, 
he leads the Royal Procession through the Royal Gallery, 
packed with 600 guests, to the House of Lords Chamber.

The House of Lords official known as Black Rod is sent 
to summon the Commons. The doors to the Commons 
Chamber are shut in Black Rod's face: a practice dating 
back to the Civil War, symbolising the Commons' 
independence from the monarchy.

Black Rod strikes the door three times before it is 
opened. Members of the House of Commons then follow 
Black Rod and the Commons Speaker to the Lords 
Chamber, standing at the opposite end to the Throne, 
known as the Bar of the House, to listen to the speech.

DEFINITION
State Opening of Parliament marks the formal 
start of the parliamentary year. The King's Speech 
sets out the government's agenda for the coming 
session, outlining proposed policies and legislation.  
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THE KING'S SPEECH
The King’s Speech is delivered by the Monarch from the 
Throne in the Lords Chamber. Although the Monarch 
reads the Speech, it is written by the government. 
It contains an outline of its policies and proposed 
legislation for the new parliamentary session.

After the Monarch has delivered the speech, the 
representatives of the state, including Members of 
both Houses of Parliament, the Church, the judiciary 
and invited guests, leave the Lords Chamber.

A new parliamentary session starts and Parliament 
gets back to work. 

 

AFTER THE STATE OPENING CEREMONY 
In the afternoon after State Opening, each House 
meets separately to begin debating the government's 
programme of legislation and policies, and to consider 
an 'Address in Reply to His Majesty's Gracious Speech'.

The Lords meets slightly later than the Commons. 
The additional time allows the Lords Chamber to be 
rearranged, returning it to its usual format.

In both Houses, different subject areas are debated 
for several days following the ceremony.

Each House continues the debate over the planned 
legislative programme for several days, looking at 
different subject areas. The King’s Speech is voted on 
by the Commons, but rarely in the Lords.

STATE OPENING TIMETABLE
The main elements of the ceremony take place 
between 11am and 12.30pm, including:

•  11.20am arrival of the Monarch

•  11.27am the Royal Procession 

•  11.30am the Monarch is seated on the Throne

After the Monarch has delivered their speech, the 
procession returns to the Robing Room before 
leaving the Houses of Parliament.

DID YOU KNOW? 
Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II presided over 
the State Opening of Parliament in person on 67 
occasions during her reign. 

The last State Opening of Parliament took place 
on 10 May 2022, at the start of the 2022-23 session 
of Parliament. On this occasion, Parliament was 
opened by the then Prince of Wales and Duke of 
Cambridge as Counsellors of State for Her Majesty 
Queen Elizabeth II.

BEHIND THE SCENES
Some of the most well-known elements of the 
State Opening take place out of the public eye.

Before the Monarch’s arrival at Parliament, the 
Yeomen of the Guard, the royal bodyguards, 
ceremonially search the cellars of the Palace of 
Westminster for explosives. 

This commemorates Guy Fawkes's ‘gunpowder 
plot' of 1605 – a failed attempt by English 
Catholics to blow up the Protestant King James I 
and Parliament. 

Another reminder of the violence and intrigue 
historically surrounding relationships between the 
Commons and the Crown is the fact that a Member 
of the Commons (an MP) is ceremonially held 
hostage in Buckingham Palace while the Monarch 
attends the Palace, to ensure their safe return. 

This tradition stems from the time of Charles 
I, who had a contentious relationship with 
Parliament and was eventually beheaded in 
1649 at the conclusion of a civil war between the 
monarchy and Parliament.

The hostage is usually the Vice-Chamberlain of 
the Household – an MP whose office makes them 
officially a member of the Royal Household and, 
simultaneously, a junior Whip for the Government.

TAKE IT FURTHER
Visit the Living Heritage pages to learn more 
about the pageantry and politics of State 
Opening over the centuries.

ACTIVITY
The State Opening of Parliament takes place on Tuesday 
7 November this year, between 11am and 12.30pm. It will 
be broadcast on television and you can also catch up 
with it on parliamentlive.tv. 

Watch it with your group on the day, or stream later at 
a time that suits you all – or watch highlights from the 
news. Then you could:

•  Ask students to write their own King’s Speech. What 
laws or policies would they want to make happen in 
their parliamentary session?

•  Hold your own 'Address in Reply to His Majesty's 
Gracious Speech' and debate the proposed laws and 
policies as a group.

•  Get creative and ask your group (especially younger 
ones) to draw or paint what they remember most 
about the ceremony.

https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/parliamentaryauthority/the-gunpowder-plot-of-1605/
https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/parliamentaryauthority/the-gunpowder-plot-of-1605/
http://parliamentlive.tv

