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"Regal Honours Wait a King's Remains"?
Lorraine Pickering

A Ricardian friend of mine recently observed that August is "a rotten month", It is
not just that the story of the fInal outcome at Bosworth cannot be rewritten, it's
knowing that, despite having spent his last summer watchful for the Tudor
invasion, Richard III was forced into a military confrontation that should never
have come to be in the first place.

In some respects, the reports of what happened at Bosworth vary widely, but there
is at least consistency in their acknowledgement of Richard's courage in the field. I
don't propose to delve into the surviving records of the battle here. What I would
like to do is to gather the various and often conflicting clues as to what happened to
the slain king once he was taken back to Leicester after the battle. The accounts
can be divided into several distinct strands, where Richard was publicly displayed,
where he was buried and what, eventually, happened to his coffin, memorial and
earthly remains.

Leicester has a long-standing tradition of acknowledging King Richard III that
continues into the present day. Streets and roads bear his name, and several
plaques and memorials are sited around the town. A memorial stone for Richard
was dedicated in 1982 and laid in the chancel of Leicester Cathedral. The
cagledral is the former St Martin's Church that was consecrated as a cathedral in
1927.

From the outset, there are contradictions between the surviving accounts. It is
thought Richard's burial took place after his naked body had been on public view
for at least two days. Where he was subjected to this public gaze is seemingly the
start of the confusion. One recent Leicester tourist guide book informs its readers
the body was displayed at the Church of St Mary de Cato, adjacent to the Friary.
An alternative and plausible secondary source claims the body was displayed at the
Collegiate Church of St Mary's in the Newarke. Local legend also has it Richard
was dumped out in the open in a horse trough.

The location of the grave itself has also exercised numerous commentators.

The French commentator Jean Molinet said Richard ‘without royal solemnity was

buried at the entrance to a village church’. The Spanish diplomat Diego de Valera

reported to his masters, Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile that Tudor had

‘ordered the dead king to be placed in a little hermitage near the place of battle’.

The Neville retainer, John Rous, already on hand in the Midlands, noted more

ipeciﬁcally, that the late king was buried ‘in the choir of the Friars Minor at
eicester’.

The Great Chronicle, somewhat later, records that Richard was ‘irreverently buried
in a church in Leicester’. Vergil adds this was done ‘without any pomp or solemn
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funeral’. In more recent times, Alison Weir is unable to make up her mind where
he is, telling us Richard's bones are ‘either lost or recovered and reburied at Bow
Bridge’ ('The Princes in the Tower', p.217). She adds the evidence for this
observation ‘is conflicting’.

In September of 1495, after a visit to the town, Henry VIl commissioned a funeral
monument for Richard that was to be erected the following year. A surviving
document, BM Add.7099, Folio 129 names James Keyley as having been paid
£10.1s. for the project. The antiquarian John Nichols recorded an English
translation of the memorial's Latin epitaph:

‘1 who am laid beneath this marble stone, 9 ki
Richard the Third, possess'd the British throne. dode . (W>
My country's guardian in my nephew's claim,
By trust betray'd I to the kingdom came.
Two years and sixty days, save two, I reign'd,
And bravely strove infight, but unsustaine'd
My English left me in the luckless fleld,
Where I to Henry's arms was forced to yield
Yet at his cost my corse this tomb obtains,
Who piously interr'd me, and ordains
That regal honours wait a King's remains.
Reader, whoe'er thou art, thy prayers bestow
T' atone my crimes and ease my pains below".

There are some obvious problems with this verse. The mealymouthed and self-
serving content apart, it is not a prose style that was in vogue when Henry VII
occupied the throne, and of course the length of the reign is completely wrong.
This particular epitaph was certainly known in the 17th Century. And, if these are
not the words that Tudor commissioned, then what was the original inscription on
the tomb?

It is interesting to note that the commission dates a full decade after Bosworth.
Yet, in 1491, John Payntor argued vehemently with Wiillam Burton against the
latter's slur that Richard had been buried in "a dyke like a dog’. Was it just in the
parlance of the time, 'common fame' that Henry VII ordered Richard to be buried
honourably? Or was this tomb of the 1490s another monument to be erected in
Richard's memory? If so, why? It is not certain whether Henry VII paid the costs
of this commission in full. Assuming he did pay up, it is worth remembering that,
despite the inevitable comparisons with the extravagance of Edward IV's state
funeral in 1483 (£1496),0r Henry's own tomb by Pietro Torrigiano (£1700), £10
was not exactly a paltry sum.

Richard once had a grave with a monument of some kind seems beyond question.
John Leland, writing before 1543, says ‘The Greyfriars of Leicester stood at the
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