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Gilding a Paper Crown
St Giles Pontefract, Requiem for Richard, Duke of York and Start of 
Progress to Fotheringhay
Thursday 22nd July 2010

‘And this is the Fathers’ will which hath sent me, that of all which he hath 
given me I should lose nothing, but should raise it up at the last day.’  
John 6. 38

Gazing at a rainbow and looking to see where it ends is a pastime of which 
few of us tire.  Its magic is in the shape and the colour, but how to 
remember them?  Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet – thus 
was borne the mnemonic Richard of York gave battle in vain.  Today’s 
commemoration is a rainbow event.  It is the source of that mnemonic, 
borne itself of the Battle of Wakefield.  It was a battle which was played 
out just a few hundred yards from the house where we live, near the 
surviving motte of Sandal Castle.

But one of the sources recording the death in 1460 of Richard, Duke of York 
places it in a most treacherous frame.  In his Henry VI, Part Three, William 
Shakespeare describes the Lord Clifford’s cruel stabbing of both Richard 
and of his son, Edmund, Earl of Rutland.  The immortal moment sees 
Richard return the cloth, the napkin stained with his own son’s blood:

‘This cloth thou dipp’dst in blood of my sweet boy,
And I with tears do wash the blood away.
Keep thou the napkin, and go boast of this:
And if thou tell’st the heavy story right,
Upon my soul, the hearers will shed tears;
Yea, even my foes will shed fast-falling tears,
And say, “Alas it was a piteous deed!” –
There, take the crown, and, with the crown, my curse;’

It is classic Shakespearean tragedy, worthy of Macbeth.  Richard hands back 
the paper crown which symbolically attests to the reign that he would 
never inherit.  Great theatre if rather poor history!
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So, 550 years ago Richard, more accurately, was slain in Wakefield, just 
above the present Pugney’s lake.  534 years ago, yesterday, his mortal 
remains were exhumed, disinterred and taken in a cortège cum pilgrimage 
to the shrine of the Plantagenets at Fotheringhay in Northamptonshire.  
Less than a hundred years later it would be the scene for the death of 
another uncrowned monarch, Mary, Queen of Scots.

What then are we about today – and what too were they about on 21 July 
1476?  Why pray to Almighty God now?  Why sing this Requiem?  Let me tell 
briefly of another pilgrimage, this time just thirteen years ago.  In 1997, 
fifty pilgrims made their way from Rome to Canterbury.  From there on the 
feast of St Augustine of Kent, five hundred more set out by four different 
routes through our four nations – England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland for 
Derry in Ulster.  They arrived there in Columba’s city on Columba’s day.  

En route, the celebrations were manifold and varied, joyful and moving.  
Why did we do it?  Because fourteen hundred years ago that year, in 597, 
Augustine, sent by Pope Gregory the Great, arrived on these shores – and, 
Columba, the Irish missionary who brought Christianity to Iona and then 
through Aidan to Northumbria, in that very same year, 597, died.  So, there 
were unambiguous reasons for celebrating that fourteenth century of the 
mission to England.

But what of 1476?  Why the lavish pilgrimage from Pontefract to 
Fotheringhay?  Why rebury the slain Duke of York?  Here the answers are 
ambiguous to a fault!  Anne Sutton and Livia-Visser Fuchs writing of this 
reflect:

‘[This] solemn and ostentatious reburial was obviously to be an 
essential part of the propaganda of the house of York.’  

Doubtless family loyalties, a real affection for the dead Pretender to the 
throne and certainly some real religion lay behind it.  One cannot doubt, 
however, that Plantagenet politics and amour propre were also central to 
the tale.
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So what are we doing in this Mass, and why remember such a chain of 
events?  Let me return you to Shakespeare.  Despite the dramatic licence 
that converted battle into treachery, his lines capture a nuance and 
subtlety all too easily lost:

‘Upon my soul, the hearers will shed tears;
Yea, even my foes will shed fast-falling tears,
And say, “Alas it was a piteous deed!” –
There, take the crown, and, with the crown, my curse.’

John Donne reminds us, in an unforgettable line, how the death of any man 
diminishes us all.  Such tragedy and sadness is captured perfectly in those 
lines – and the more so since he was of a royal line; a figure to inspire 
honour, whatever his flaws, is slain.  The paper crown is gilded with the 
gold of heaven.

Our readings focus it perfectly.  From the Maccabees we read of the gifts 
offered to pray for the dead.  Here is one source of the mediaeval 
chantries just like that on Wakefield’s ancient bridge.  But in the gospel we 
read: ‘And this is the Father’s will which hath sent me, that of all which he 
hath given me I should lose nothing, but should raise it up again at the last 
day.’  

So we sing this Mass, we celebrate this offering, for all who have died in 
the faith of Christ Jesus.  That is the reason we’re here today.  That’s the 
reason for the pilgrimage – and that is about our faith in the promise of 
eternal life.

Amen.

Readings:
II Maccabeus 12. 43-45
John 6. 37-40


