The big draw of this revival of Crown Matrimonial, Royce Ryton's play about the abdication crisis, is the presence of the great Patricia Routledge. There is no actress to beat her when it comes to playing formidable old boots, and the role of Queen Mary, the redoubtable relict of King George V, promised to find her in magnificent form.

Routledge lives up to all expectations in a performance that proves moving as well as regally commanding, but the real surprise is the play itself. Ryton's drama, first staged in the West End in 1972, was regarded as pretty safe, conventional fare even then, and 36 years on I expected it to seem like a cobweb-encrusted history lesson.

In fact, David Grindley's beautifully acted revival comes across as perhaps the most subversive drama now playing in Britain. For, as we watch King Edward VIII renouncing the monarchy in order to marry Wallis Simpson, it is impossible not to be reminded of more recent royal crises. Time and events have given Ryton's play an edge it didn't possess first time around.

Edward had to choose between the crown and Mrs Simpson, because as head of the Church of England and Defender of the Faith he couldn't be married to a divorced woman. 

Yet the present Prince of Wales has not only divorced his own wife, but married the divorced woman with whom he had long been conducting an adulterous affair. Few are now suggesting that this makes him unfit to be king. The ghost of the former Edward VIII would doubtless approve.

Watching Ryton's play, however, Edward's mother, Queen Mary, offers highly persuasive arguments about the responsibilities of royalty, and the need to sacrifice love for duty, while Edward seems unattractively self-centred. 

I left the theatre convinced that when the present Queen dies - and one hopes she reigns for many years to come - Charles should resign the throne in favour of his elder son. It suddenly seemed the only honourable course.

In our debased age, it is bracing to watch a play that values duty more highly than love and self-gratification. And it speaks highly of the success of Grindley's production, which I caught in Guildford, that such unfashionable arguments seem so compelling.

Routledge marvellously captures both the formidable authority of Queen Mary - at moments of disapproval her face seems to set like concrete - but also conveys the weight of emotion the old woman finds so painfully hard to express.

The scene in which she stiffens the resolve of her second son, the future George VI, who in Richard Hansell's fine performance tearfully and stammeringly confides that he would sooner face a firing squad than become king, is deeply affecting.

Rufus Wright memorably captures the superficial charm and deeper self-regard of Edward VIII, and there is fine support right through the ranks.

This is an unexpectedly gripping and thought-provoking play, shot through with flashes of dry humour. Its championship of decorum, duty and a stiff upper lip seems astonishingly attractive in comparison with today's sloppy emotionalism.

The fascinating story of Edward VIII’s abdication. Set in Marlborough House between 1936 and 1945, this powerful play focuses on the private family drama of Edward VIII and the Royal Family leading up to the abdication. An engrossing and moving study of both a major constitutional crisis and an overwhelming issue of private and public conflict.

“A gripping and often moving insight into comparatively recent history.” [The Stage]

The Sunday Times describes it beautifully: "The hinge of the play is Edward VIII's determination to marry a divorced woman, his conviction that without her he could not do his job (bringing the monarchy into the twentieth century), and his readiness to sacrifice his kingship and his family, especially his brother, the diffident and stammering young man who must succeed him. You'll find theatrical excitement in this conflict of love and duty in which unexpected strengths and weaknesses are discovered." 

