ARTICLES
THE ACCESSION OF RICHARD III: two sources
supporting the Titulus Regius and pre-contract
crisis of June 1483.
Part One: the English source
PHILIPPA LANGLEY
While research into The Missing Princes Project continues apace, I have been revisiting the sources,
particularly those concerning the project’s key period of investigation 1483–6. This has identified two
important contemporary sources supporting the validity of Titulus Regius and the pre-contract crisis of
June 1483. Both are significant, as they pre-date Richard’s parliament of 23 January 1484 and the
ratification of his accession in the Titulus Regius. These important sources help to reveal the events of
1483 as they occurred, and provide a clearer picture about what people knew about them, both at home
and abroad. As a result, we are further able to support the legitimacy of Richard’s accession, and the
efforts made for transparency.1 The first source is English, dated 1483, which we discuss here. The second,
somewhat surprisingly, is French, dated early January 1484, which we will consider in Part Two (in the
next Bulletin).
The English source, the Recognition, describes part of
King Richard’s coronation ceremony. The Recognition is
the enquiry made by the archbishop of Canterbury,
requesting the consent of the people for the king’s
coronation before he can vest himself for the Mass and
begin the service.2 The text of the Recognition, found in
a contemporary manuscript drawn up in 14833 for
Richard’s coronation, includes the date of 6 July and the
name ‘Richard’ in the acclamation.4 It also includes
marginal notes that may have been written by Richard,
his Earl Marshal and/or his Chamberlain.5 It survives in
a collection of documents relating to the coronation of
Richard III, in particular a manuscript known as the Little
Device.6 The Little Device was the plan or order of service
for Richard’s coronation,7 later used by Henry VII at his
own coronation on 30 October 1485.8 It is therefore quite
remarkable that this source has survived. Later printed
versions were, as Sutton and Hammond note, not
‘wholly accurate, omitting some lines, and some of the
marginal notes.’9 This later editing process seems to have
gone further, with printed versions removing King
Richard’s Recognition (and acclamation), and in one
instance only mentioning it in passing whilst placing it
in the account of the coronation of his successor, Henry
VII.10 It is also important to note that Henry VII copied
Richard’s Recognition for his own coronation, and this
was delivered by Peter Courtenay, bishop of Exeter.11
Another intriguing element is the publication of a further
manuscript relating to King Richard’s coronation that
was published by the Tudor chronicler (and publisher)
Richard Grafton, in his John Harding’s Chronicle of 1543.12
It is not clear if this manuscript (now lost) contained
Richard’s Recognition or if Grafton decided not to

include it.13 Grafton did, however, include Sir Robert
Dymoke’s challenge as the king’s champion in
Westminster Hall and the Heralds’ largesse.’14 As a result
later versions of Grafton’s work and other Tudor
chroniclers followed this format.15
The Little Device contains the text of the Recognition
to be delivered at Richard’s coronation on 6 July 1483 by
England’s senior, oﬃciating cleric, Cardinal Thomas
Bourchier, archbishop of Canterbury.16 After outlining
various speciﬁcs about the double coronation, the text of
the manuscript goes on to say:
This done the Cardinall as Archbusshop of Canterbury
shewinge the Kinge the people at the iiij parties of the
seide pulpitt shall say in this wise, Syrs her’ (comyth
Richard the third) is present Richard rightful and
undoughted enheritor by the lawes of God and man to the
corone and roiall dignite of Engeland with all thinges
therunto annexid and apperteynynge, elected chosen and
required by all the iij estatis of this same lande to take
upon him the saide crowne and royall dignyte, wher apon
ye shall understand that this day is preﬁxed and
appointyd by all the peeris of this lande for the
consecracion enunccion and coronacion of the saide most
excellent prince Richard. Woll ye syris at this tyme geve
your willys and assenttes to the same consecracion
enunccion and coronacion, wherunto the people shall say
with a great voise Kinge Richard, Kynge Richard, Kinge
Richard ye ye ye soo be it etc., Kynge Richard Kinge
Richard Kynge Richard.17

There are here a number of signiﬁcant phrases. The ﬁrst
conﬁrms that Richard is present and is the: ‘rightful and
undougted enheritor by the lawes of God and man to the
corone and roiall dignite’. This clearly expresses
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Titulus Regius (Royal Title); a statute of the 1484 Parliament which granted the title of king of England to Richard III.
© The National Archives

Richard’s rightful claim to the throne (as heir of Richard,
duke of York), and as the ‘undoubted successor’ he is
awarded his position by the two powers in the land –
Church and State. A further explanation of the king’s
accession is then oﬀered in similarly unambiguous
language: ‘elected chosen and required by all the iij
estatis of this same lande to take upon him the saide
crowne and royall dignyte.’ This not only veriﬁes
Richard’s election as king (chosen by and required by),
but also by all Three Estates of the Realm (my emphasis).
It also publicly proclaims the sequence of events in
Richard’s election as king, enacted by right of the
nobility, church and commons (the legal body known as
the Three Estates, periodically assembled as a parliament
at the command of the king). Moreover, in declaring:
‘this day is preﬁxed and appointyd by all the peeris of
this lande ...’ it is made clear to all present that the peers
have not only instigated this reign but have chosen and
actively engaged it (see below). Finally, those present are
asked to give their ‘willys and assenttes’ in ‘great voise’
in acclamation of the aforesaid statements.
It is important to note those present at the
Recognition and acclamation. We know from surviving
documents that Richard’s coronation was well attended
and included prominent representatives of the noble
families and clergy18 as well as key members of the
commons.19 We also know that the coronation banquet
was for 3,000 guests.20 Clearly not everyone could be
named.21 Today Westminster Abbey seats 2,000 but I’ve
been unable to ascertain if all those who attended the
banquet may have also attended the coronation
ceremony.22
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The presence of foreign ambassadors for the planned
coronation of Edward V, and therefore that of Richard
III, seems unlikely, and thus it seems that oﬃcial foreign
dignitaries did not witness the king’s Recognition (see
below). Taking a place of honour in the coronation
procession had been the king’s ‘squires for his body’,
with two described by Sutton and Hammond as
representing ‘the Duchies of Normandy and Guienne’,
adding that ‘Such representatives appeared in most of
the subsequent coronations up to that of George III in
1760, but seem to have ﬁrst appeared in that of Richard
III.’23 It is unclear whether they represented the French
government in an oﬃcial capacity.
It also seems that Richard followed royal protocol
and wrote to England’s neighbours informing them of
his accession,24 with English merchants in Bruges
providing ‘lavish entertainment in honour of the
coronation’ on 7 July.25 By 21 July, Louis XI of France
had responded, noting that he had seen Richard’s
letters, thanking him for his news and conﬁrming his
desire for friendship.26 This initial communication with
Louis seems sadly to be no longer extant, but Richard’s
communication of 20 August – ‘my servant Blanc
Sanglier, who is presently over with you’27 – reveals that
the king’s herald had stayed a month or more at Louis’s
court. Richard’s earlier letter of 18 August also reveals
that Buckingham Herald had also been at Louis’s court.
Communications between Richard and Ferdinand and
Isabella of Spain were lengthy and warm, with the
Spanish queen quickly expressing her desire for a new
and meaningful friendship.28 This is signiﬁcant. A
monarch’s reputation was not to be risked on the
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international stage.29 With Galfridus (Geoﬀrey) de
Sasiola, the Spanish ambassador, accompanying
Richard on his Royal Progress,30 the Spanish monarchs
would have been well versed in what their emissary
knew.
Such positivity is further supported by the account of
Domenico Mancini, who was in London during the pre‐
contract crisis and coronation. Although relatively
hostile to Richard, Mancini conﬁrms:31
The only survivor of the royal stock was Richard, Duke of
Gloucester who was legally entitled to the crown, and
could bear his responsibilities thanks to his proﬁciency.
His previous career and blameless morals would be a sure
guarantee of his good government. Although he would
refuse such a burden, he might yet change his mind if he
were asked by the peers.

He adds:
All important matters are deliberated, and decrees made
law by these three orders, whom they call the three
estates. This being accomplished a date was ﬁxed for the
coronation:

Mancini’s account follows the Recognition. He makes it
clear that Richard was ‘legally entitled to the crown’ but
would refuse the ‘burden’ unless ‘asked by the peers’ (my
emphasis). Moreover, he conﬁrms the legality of
Richard’s accession by ‘deliberation’ of the Three Estates
and their ‘decrees made law’.
Mancini also conﬁrms the basis of Richard’s royal
title, stating that Edward V was ‘illegitimate, because
his father King Edward [IV] on marrying Elizabeth was
legally contracted to another wife’.
In coronation documents from the time of Richard II,
the Recognition is outlined in general terms only.32
Whether this is suggestive of either a recognised or
open format I’ve been unable to discover, with no earlier
Recognition texts to analyse as a comparator. As we
stand, it would seem that Richard’s Recognition was not
only allowed to survive but was subsequently used by
Henry VII – not, ostensibly, the act of someone who
believed his predecessor had obtained the throne
through illegal or fraudulent means. Moreover, and
signiﬁcantly, the accession bill presented by Henry VII
to his Parliament of November 1485, unlike that of
Richard III, bears no resemblance to the Recognition.33
In it, Henry simply tells Parliament he is king, because
he is king.34
It must be noted that the Recognition element of a
coronation was (and still is) considered a formality. In
earlier records this is made clear in its perfunctory
description.35 However, it is in King Richard’s detailed
Recognition that its importance is gleaned.
It is therefore the present writer’s conclusion that
King Richard’s Recognition was of great personal
importance to him and to the realm. In it the process
that led to his acceptance of the throne is clearly

The Coronation Chair, also known as St Edward’s Chair or King
Edward’s Chair, is an ancient wooden chair on which King Richard
III would have sat when he was crowned on 6 July 1483. It was
commissioned in 1296 by King Edward I to contain the coronation
stone of Scotland –known as the Stone of Destiny – which had
been captured from the Scots who kept it at Scone Abbey. The
stone was returned to Scotland on St Andrew’s Day in 1996 and is
now kept at Edinburgh Castle.
Image covered by the Creative Commons Licence.

expressed. It is signiﬁcant that no contemporary English
source appears outraged by what they had heard or
witnessed,36 and that transparency seems to have been a
key objective. This is further supported by the French
source we will discuss in Part Two.
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