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The Greyfriars ProjecT: 
The search for The lasT 

known resTinG Place of kinG 
richard iii

Mathew Morris

The BackGround To The ProjecT

Very little is known about Greyfriars, the medieval franciscan friary which stood in 
the south-east quarter of the core of historic leicester. one event, however, stands out 
in its 300-year history. on 25 august 1485, king richard iii was buried in the friary 
church following his defeat by henry Tudor at the Battle of Bosworth field. over 
the centuries it had been maintained widely that when Greyfriars was demolished in 
1538, king richard’s tomb was desecrated. his remains were, reputedly, dug up and 
paraded through the streets of the town before being thrown unceremoniously into 
the river soar from Bow Bridge. This story is first mentioned by john speed in his 
History of Great Britaine, 73 years after this supposed event took place.

on saturday 25 august 2012, 527 years after king richard iii was buried in 
leicester, university of leicester archaeological services (ulas), in collaboration 
with leicester city council and the richard iii society, began a historic 
archaeological project, the aim of which was to discover whether england’s last 
Plantagenet king still lay buried in leicester city centre, or if he had, as some 
records suggest, been removed from the site. The project represents the first ever 
search for the lost grave of an anointed king of england.

Building on the research of charles Billson (1920) and david Baldwin (1986), 
the project focused on the Greyfriars area of leicester. This broadly covered 
a block of land bordered by friar lane to the south, Greyfriars to the east, st 
Martin’s to the north and new street to the west (sk 585 043 centre). This sub-
rectangular area of land is largely filled today with buildings within which are 
two large open spaces – the leicester city council social services staff car park, 
and the playground of the former alderman newton’s school. Both of these areas 
have remained largely undisturbed since the friary was demolished in the sixteenth 
century. The excavation of parts of these two areas was carried out between 25 
august and 14 september 2012.

siTe hisTory

The friary was founded in the mid-thirteenth century. The choir of the church was 
finished around 1255 and the nave was most likely complete by 1300. 

in 1402 five of the friars were accused of spreading seditious rumours about 
the legitimacy of henry iV’s rule and were executed for treason. The only other 
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documented event of note in the friary’s history was that the choir of the church was 
chosen as the burial place for king richard iii after his death on Bosworth field in 
1485. Ten years later, henry Tudor, now king henry Vii, is recorded as having had 
a tomb erected over the grave. The friary was dissolved by king henry Viii in 1538, 
with most of the buildings being demolished soon after.

in the early seventeenth century, the friary land was bought by robert herrick, 
a former mayor of leicester, who built a large house and garden on the site. in 
this garden, he erected a memorial pillar inscribed with the words ‘Here lies the 
body of Richard III sometime King of England’. leicester flourished and expanded 
across the ensuing centuries, herrick’s land was sub-divided and built upon, and the 
precise location of the church and the tomb was lost.

fortunately, a map of leicester dated 1741 (rollr ref. 4d65, fig. 1) noted the 
site of the Greyfriars. using historic descriptions of the friary and map regression 
analysis, a search area in the south-east quarter of the historic medieval town centre 
was established. as noted above much of this part of the town is built over, but 
two parts that do remain accessible are the car parking and playground spaces 
within the area marked as the site of the Greyfriars. This is where the archaeological 
investigation was carried out.

fig. 1. extract from robert’s 1741 map of leicester.
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whaT was found

a first attempt to find the friary in 2011 used Ground Penetrating radar, in the 
hope that this would identify the walls of the church under the ground before 
digging began. unfortunately, it proved unsuccessful, the results being too confused 
by modern activity across the site.

Two trenches were then opened in the leicester social services car park in 2012 
(fig. 2). These were laid out north/south, the reasoning behind this was that a 
church would almost certainly be aligned roughly east/west and that trenches dug at 
right-angles offered the best opportunity to locate some of its walls.

Medieval archaeology was found between 0.7m and 1m below the ground. in 
the southern half of Trench 1 was a c.7.62m wide east/west building containing 
the remains of a tiled floor, with stone benches built against its walls. This building 
continued west into Trench 2, where it joined a long north/south corridor or building 
running the length of the trench. This too was once floored with tiles, now missing, 
but their impressions were still preserved on the underlying mortar, showing that 
they had been laid in a diamond pattern.

fig. 2. interpretation plan, Greyfriars.
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identification of the benches was a major breakthrough, providing an important 
clue to which part of the friary had been found. These suggested that this was the 
place where the friars would have sat facing each other to talk about the business of 
the friary – the chapter house. This room would normally be located within the east 
range, beneath the dormitory, and would be accessed via the eastern cloister walk 
which also led to the church. although identifiable parts of the friary had been found 
in these first two trenches, there was no evidence for the church where king richard 
iii was reputedly buried. a third trench, therefore, was opened to the north-east of 
the first two in the playground of the former alderman newton’s school, where it 
was hoped that the ground would be less disturbed and the archaeology shallower 
and in better condition.

it was in this trench (3) that the remains of a large east/west buttressed building, 
c.10.4m wide, was found (fig. 3). The building, which had been re-floored many 
times, contained evidence for internal features, including different areas of flooring 
with a step between them, internal stone walls and graves, one of which contained 
a stone coffin.

inside the church, the floor stepped up from west to east, with the tiling laid 
parallel with the building on the western side of the trench and diamond patterned 
on the eastern side, suggesting two different spaces inside the church. Built into the 
lower floor was a narrow stone wall running parallel with the southern wall: this 
was perhaps the remains of the base of the southern choir stall. That would make 
the lower floor part of the choir and hence the higher floor part of the presbytery. 
This means that the rest of the choir could be projected west into Trench 1, where 
modern buildings had destroyed evidence of the building.

fig. 3. Trench 3, looking west.
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Much of the friary appears to have been built of grey sandstone, with slate 
roofs decorated with glazed ridge tiles. however, stains of brick dust found on 
masonry fragments suggest the east end of the church may have been built in brick. 
if this was the case, this places it amongst the earliest medieval brick-built buildings 
in leicestershire. inside, the walls were plastered and the floors tiled. The tiles 
were mostly monochrome, except those in the church where many were highly 
decorated. fragments of window glass and lead window came to show that some, 
if not all, of the windows were glazed. after the dissolution of the Monasteries 
the friary was stripped of everything of value, left as a ruin before eventually being 
demolished.

evidence of the people who lived in the friary was sparse, some pottery dating 
from the thirteenth to the sixteenth centuries was found, along with two medieval 
silver halfpennies, including one of richard iii’s brother edward iV (c.1468–69). in 
the church a small group of lombardic-style copper-alloy letters (c.1270–1350) was 
found amongst the rubble. These most likely come from tomb inscriptions.

Post-dissolution, signs of robert herrick’s early seventeenth-century garden, 
which occupied much of the site after the friary was demolished, may be evident in 
a tiled pavement found to the south of the church. This did not appear to be inside 
a building and had been made from recycled medieval floor tiles, incorporating 
randomly at least four different types of tile in its make-up.

The skeleTon of kinG richard iii

The grave which was identified as that of king richard iii was found in Trench 1 
on the first day of the excavation (fig. 4). once the church was found in Trench 3 it 
was evident that it was located at the west end of the choir, most likely against the 
southern choir stall. The grave, which appears to have been dug in haste, was too 
short for the body which had been partially propped up at one end. no evidence 
for a coffin, shroud or any clothing was found, confirming the historical accounts 
which say that richard was buried without pomp or solemn funeral. in particular, 
the disposition of the arms is unusual, raising the possibility that the hands could 
have been tied.

The skeleton was in good condition apart from the feet which were missing, 
almost certainly, as a result of later disturbance. radiocarbon dating has provided a 
date of death of cal ad 1455–1540 (95 per cent probability). This is consistent with 
someone who died in 1485. The individual is male, in his late 20s to late 30s, which 
is compatible with richard’s age at death of 32 years. he was of gracile build with 
severe idiopathic adolescent-onset scoliosis. without the scoliosis he would have 
stood at around 5ft 8in (1.73m) tall, a little above average height for a medieval 
man. his apparent height might have decreased as he grew older and his disability 
could have lifted his right shoulder higher than the left. all of this is consistent with 
the (few) contemporary reports of richard iii’s physical appearance.

initial analysis of the mitochondrial dna has revealed a match between 
sequences in the control regions of the mtdna from the skeleton and two direct 
descendants through the female line of richard’s sister, anne of york. further 
genetic research will not change these conclusions. 
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There were 10 wounds to the skeleton, all consistent with injuries received in 
battle. These include a puncture wound to the top of the head, most likely caused 
by a dagger, and evidence that the back of the head had been cleaved open by 
two sharp-bladed instruments, probably a halberd and a sword. These last wounds 
would have been fatal. other minor injuries include nicks to the jaw and one of the 
ribs, and damage to the right cheek. There is evidence also that the body may have 
been deliberately humiliated after the battle by a sword or dagger thrust through the 
right buttock. 

as with any modern forensic case the evidence must be assessed as a whole. 
combined, it makes a strong and compelling case that the skeleton is that of king 
richard iii, the last Plantagenet king of england.

a more detailed account of the excavation is published in Antiquity (june 2013), 
Buckley, r., Morris, M., appleby, j., king, T., o’sullian, d. and foxhall, l., 2013, 
‘“The king under the car park”: new light on the death and burial of richard iii in 
the Grey friars church, leicester, in 1485’, in Antiquity 87, 519–38.

The site archive will be held by leicester city Museums under the accession code 
a11.2012.

fig. 4. king richard iii’s grave, with human remains in situ, looking north.
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