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The Funerals of the British Monarchy 

MICHAEL SCHAICH 

In November 1760 Horace Walpole, the famous wit and homme de 
lettres, wrote a description of the burial of King George II (1727-
60) in Westminster Abbey, which was to provide a graphic image 
of royal funerals in eighteenth-century Britain. Repeatedly 
quoted, it has to a degree determined modem perceptions of the 
obsequies of the British monarchy in this period as farcical events, 
performed according to ancient rites, but superseded by more 
mundane, enlightened ideas, and thus void of political or even 
spiritual meaning. 1 

[When the cortege] came to the chapel of Henry VII all solemnity and 
decorum ceased-no order was observed, people sat or stood where 
they could or would, the yeomen of the guard were crying out for help, 
oppressed by the immense weight of the coffin, the Bishop read sadly, 
and blundered in the prayers, the fine chapter, Man that is born of a 
woman, was chanted not read, and the anthem, besides being unmeas-
urably tedious, would have served as well for a nuptial .... [the Duke 
of Newcastle] fell into a fit of crying the moment he came into the 
chapel and flung himself back in a stall, the Archbishop hovering over 
him with a smelling bottle-but in two minutes his curiosity got the 
better of his hypocrisy and he ran about the chapel with his glass to spy 
who was or was not there, spying with one hand and mopping his eyes 
with t'other. Then returned the fear of catching cold, and the Duke of 
Cumberland [George II's son and as chief mourner at the centre of the 
ceremony], felt himself weighed down, and turning round, found it was 
the Duke of Newcastle standing upon his train to avoid the chill of the 
marble.2 

1 e.g. Olivia Bland, The Royal Way if Death (London, 1986), 101-4; another, highly 
influential, example of a negative view of the funeral is Linda Colley, Britons: Forgi,ng the 
Natum IJOJ-r837 (1st edn. 1992; London, 1994), 229:30 and 403 n. 79. 

2 Horace Walpole to George Montagu, London, 13 Nov. 1760, in W. S. Lewis (ed.), 
The r ale Edition if Horace Walpole's Correspondence, 48 vols. (New Haven, 1937-83), ix pt. 1, 
320;3, at 322:3. 
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In view of such comments it is hardly surprising that the inter-
ments of the later Stuart and the Hanoverian dynasties did not 
seem to merit scholarly treatment, all the more since their signif-
icance as rituals of royal power appeared to be in serious doubt 
in the eighteenth century.3 Compared with the periods immedi-
ately preceding and following, that is, the heyday of baroque 
court culture in the seventeenth century and the return of 
monarchical pomp and circumstance in the course of the nine-
teenth, the eighteenth century was seen as the nadir of represen-
tational monarchy in Britain, characterized by a marked decline 
in ceremonial splendour. To use the words of David Cannadine: 
the royal theatre of power had been closed down in the late 
seventeenth century and was not to reopen until the mid-
Victorian period. 4 

Yet there is more to the royal funerals of the eighteenth 
century than the lack of research might suggest. Taken seriously 
and examined more closely, the burials of the British kings, 
queens, and other members of the royal family assume a quite 

3 To my knowledge only two scholarly essays have been written on British royal 
funerals in the 18th century: Paul S. Fritz, 'From "Public" to "Private": The Royal 
Funerals in England, 1500-1830', inJoachim Whaley (ed), Mirrors ef Morftm9!: Studies in du 
Social History ef Death (London, 1981), 611 9, at 71---g and, less centrally to the argument of 
this essay, Paul S. Fritz, 'The Trade in Death: The Royal Funerals in England, 
1685-1830', Eightu:nth-Cenwry Studies, 15 (1982), 291-316. Clare Gittings, Death, Burial, and 
du lndwulual in Ear!, Modnn England (London, 1988), 216---g5 ('Royal and State Funerals') 
mentions the 18th century only in passing. A popular account of royal deaths and funer-
als in our period is provided by Bland, R~al W/9' ef Death, 80-106. For royal funerals in 
the 16th and early 17th centuries, see Jennifer Woodward, The Theat:te ef Death: The Ritual 
Management ef ~al Funerals in Rmaissance England, IS70--I625 (Woodbridge, 1997); Vanessa 
Harding, The Dead and du Li:oing in Paris and London, I500--I670 (Cambridge, 2002), 254--66; 
Ronald G. Asch, 'Begrabniskultur zwischen Hauptstadt und Provinz: Englische Begrab-
nisse und Grabstii.tten im Umkreis des Hofes (ea. 1550 bis 166o)', in Mark Hengerer (ed.), 
Macht und Memoria: Begriibnis/r.ultur europiiischer Oberschichten in der Friihen Neuzeit (Cologne, 
2005/, 2531 0, at 261--s; for the 19th century,John Wolffe, Great Deaths: Grieoing, Religion, 
and Nationhood in Victorian and Edwardian Britain (Oxford, 2000), 192-258. The role of 
Westminster Abbey as royal and national necropolis is analysed in Matthew Craske, 
'Westminster Abbey 17201 0: A Public Pantheon Built upon Private Interest', in id. and 
Richard Wrigley (eds.), Pantheons: Transformations ef a Monumental Idea (Aldershot, 2004), 
571 9; Fran~ois-;Joseph Ruggiu, 'Westminster, necropole royale, ou la disparition des 
trois corps du roi (debut du XVII~ebut du XIXe siecle)', Revue historique, 308 (2006), 
81-n2. 

4 David Cannadine, 'The Context, Performance and Meaning of Ritual: The British 
Monarchy and the "Invention of Tradition", c.1820-1977', in Eric Hobsbawm and 
Terence Ranger (eds.), The l111Jmtion if Tradition (Cambridge, 1983), 101-64, at 108. More 
recent research has identified a certain resurgence of royal ritual since as early as 1786; 
see n. 91 below. 
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different appearance. Admittedly, as will be seen, the single most 
defining feature of their development during the eighteenth 
century was an unmistakable decrease in the display of magnifi-
cence and the number of participants. This fact can, of course, 
be couched in a narrative of the decline and fall of royal ceremo-
nial. Likewise, however, is it possible to interpret the dearth of 
ostentatious pomp as a deliberate attempt on the part of those 
managing royal funerals to adapt to shifting ceremonial and reli-
gious circumstances in an effort to make royal ritual relevant to 
contemporaries. 

This essay will therefore argue that throughout the eighteenth 
century the burials of members of the British royal family were 
carefully stage-managed and meaningful occasions that simply 
followed a different pattern from what had been the norm in the 
past. In the first two sections I will examine the decline of the 
lavish, old-style funerals of the seventeenth century and the rise 
of the new, more intimate and socially exclusive interments of 
the eighteenth century, before elucidating the repercussions of 
this shift for the religious content of the obsequies in the final 
section. As a consequence, this essay deals mainly with the social 
practice and the religious message of British royal funerals. 

I 

Before the nineteenth century, the last royal funeral to be 
performed in the traditional, sumptuous manner was held on the 
death of Queen Mary II (1689-94), wife of William III (1689-
1702), on 5 March 1695.5 Clearly intended to bolster the rule of 
her unpopular Dutch husband, Mary's entombment was cele-
brated on the grandest possible scale. It followed closely the 
precedent set by the elaborate Renaissance funerals of Elizabeth I 

5 There is a vast array of sources available for Mary's funeral. I have used the follow-
ing: College of Arms, London (henceforth CA), I 4, fos. 84'-86"; The National Archives, 
Kew (henceforth TNA), PC 1113/50; British Library, London (henceforth BL), Add. MS 
5751A, fos. 49'-51'; Geheimes Staatsarchiv, Berlin (henceforth GSA), I HA Rep. 11 nos. 
7z-5: England Konv 16 A, fos. 181'-182v, 184'-18g', Konv 17 B, fos. 1'-49"; The Form ef the 
Proceeding to the Funeral ef Her Late Majesty Qyeen Mary II ef Blessed Merrwry (London, 1695); 
M***, Relation de la Maladie, de la Mort, et des Funerailles de Marie Stuart, Reine d'Angleterre, 
d'Ecosse, de France et d'Irlande (Amsterdam, 1695), I0-26; Fritz, 'From "Public" to 
"Private"', 65-8. 
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(1558-1603) andjames I (1603-25), linking her burial rites to the 
traditions of the Tudor and early Stuart monarchy. 

Just as in the early seventeenth century, the funeral proceed-
ings were divided into three parts: the lying-in-state, the proces-
sion, and the burial in Henry VII's Chapel. Although the Queen 
had died at the end of the previous year, the lying-in-state did 
not begin until 21 February 1695. Preparations for the obsequies 
had started immediately after the Queen's death. Such, however, 
was the task to accomplish that the date of the burial had to be 
put back several times. When the arrangements had finally been 
completed the deceased lay in state in her bedchamber at 
Whitehall Palace for ten days. The room was completely lined 
with black velvet and lit by candles and sconces. At the centre 
stood the 'lit de parade',6 similarly hung in black and surrounded 
with heraldic and regal symbols such as banners, standards, 
escutcheons, sword, helmet, crown, sceptre, and orb. Because of 
her sex gauntlets and spurs were missing from this display which 
was common to aristocratic and royal funerals. Arguably even 
more important than these emblems were allegorical depictions 
celebrating the deceased's virtues, her role as queen regnant, 
especially during the absences of her husband, and the grief of 
the nation. One of the cartouches showed her ascending to 
heaven. 

The focus of attention was a lifelike wax effigy of the Queen 
that rested on the bed of state. It attracted thousands of people 
who filed past it to pay their last respects. Since access was not 
restricted the influx of people repeatedly caused disorder. 
Allegedly, several people were injured or even killed, and many 
others lost their wigs and hats as the waiting crowds pushed their 
way into the palace. The effigy they came to see, however, had 
long lost its original meaning as a symbol of the sacredness of the 
monarch's person, reflecting the dual nature (spiritual and phys-
ical) of kingship. 7 The notion of the 'king's two bodies' had 
already been dealt a death blow in 1649 with the execution of 
Charles I (1625-49). Following the events of 1688-9 a mystical 

6 GSA I HA Rep. II nos. 7z-5: England Konv. 17 B, fo. 38v. 
7 See Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King's Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Polihcal Theology 

(Princeton, 1957; repr. Princeton, 1981), esp. 41g-s7, and Paul Kleber Monod, The Power 
ef Kings: Monarchy and Religion in Europe, 158g---1715 (New Haven, 1999), 36-54, 6z-8o, for 
the general concept, and Woodward, Theatre ef Death, for the sacralization of the king's 
image in the early Stuart period. 
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concept of monarchy could hardly be upheld any longer. During 
the funeral of Queen Mary the effigy therefore served mainly as 
a means of visualizing the deceased and focusing the mourners' 
grief. Significantly, after the funeral the representation of the 
Queen was exhibited in the main aisle of Westminster Abbey 
and later in Henry VIl's Chapel. 8 

The demise of royal charisma was probably the main reason 
why the effigy was not taken on the procession that wound 
its way from Whitehall Palace to Westminster Abbey on the 
morning of the funeral. Only the coffin containing the embalmed 
corpse and surrounded by crown, orb, and sceptre was drawn in 
an open chariot. The cortege itself, which was marshalled by 
heralds strictly according to rank in order to reflect the social 
hierarchy, was led by 300 poor women in mourning gowns and 
hoods. They were followed by a huge contingent comprising 
members of the royal household, the lord mayor, the aldermen 
of the City of London, and-for the first time during a royal 
funeral-both Houses of Parliament, 'which rais'd that Mournful 
Pomp to the highest Pitch of Splendour'. 9 Between the different 
groups heralds carried the standards, banners, and other heraldic 
symbols which had been on display at the lying-in-state. An 
unmounted black horse symbolized the loss of the ruler. Behind 
the chariot marched the so-called chief mourner, the Duchess of 
Somerset, and eighteen noblewomen as assistants. Members of 
the royal family were forbidden by etiquette to take part in the 
funeral rites, with the sole exception of the role of chief mourner. 
Prince George, husband of the future Queen Anne (1702-14), for 
example, had been chief mourner at the funeral of Charles II 
(1660-85) and would fulfil the same task during William IIl's 
obsequies. Yet at many royal funerals, as in the case of Mary's 
interment, a high-ranking aristocrat with close family ties had to 
stand in. 

Contemporary observers noticed not only the lavishness of the 
procession, but also the melancholy atmosphere, created by the 
sound of muffled drums and trumpets, and the sight of an 'innu-
merable Concourse of People' watching from windows, rooftops, 

8 Lawrence E. Turner, 'The Nature and Use of the Westminster Abbey Muniments', 
Transactuins of the Rf!Yal Historical So~, 4th ser., 19 (1936), 43-80, at 6!. 

9 [ Abel Boyer], 1he Histmy of Ku,g Wz/liam the Third, 3 vols. (London, 1702-3), iii. 3. In 
16g5 parliament did not have to be dissolved on the death of a monarch because, in 
constitutional terms, Mary had shared the throne with her husband, William III. 
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and galleries along the route. 10 The same 'profonde melancolie' 
was discernible during the last, religious part of the ceremony in 
Westminster Abbey. 11 At the main entrance to the church the 
cortège was received by the clergy and escorted into an edifice 
again entirely draped in black. The coffin was deposited at the 
crossing in an elaborate castrum doloris designed by Christopher 
Wren. Adorned with coats of arms, heraldic and regal symbols, 
and emblematic inscriptions, the so-called 'Mausoleum' to a 
large degree determined the message which the funeral was 
meant to convey. Cartouches with proverbs invoked the unity 
between ruler and subjects, prudence as one of the main virtues 
of a queen or king, and God's assistance for the monarch. 12 In 
religious terms, however, the solemnities reached their climax 
with the burial service and the subsequent sermon given by 
Thomas Tenison, Archbishop of Canterbury. At the end of the 
liturgy the coffin was transferred from the crossing to Henry 
VIl's Chapel, the customary burial place of the English kings 
and queens, and then lowered into the royal vault. The cere-
mony drew to a close with the breaking of the staves by the four 
main officers of the Queen's household, thus 'declaring that their 
respective Offices and Authorities ceased', and the proclamation 
of the style by Garter King of Arms. 13 

In its splendour and ostentation Queen Mary's interment repre-
sents the apogee of the lavish royal funeral. Contemporaries 
regarded it as the grandest ceremony of the monarchy in living 
memory. 14 Undoubtedly, the procession was one of the largest 
ever to be seen at a royal funeral. It also proved to be the most 
costly royal burial to date. What is most interesting in the context 
of this essay, however, is that the events of 1695 betrayed all the 
hallmarks of the royal funeral established in the sixteenth and the 
first half of the seventeenth centuries: a long-drawn-out lying-in-
state in one of the royal palaces which was open to the general 

10 John Oldmixon, The History ef England During the Reigns ef King William and Qyeen 
Mary, QyeenAnne, Kmg George /(London, 1735), 109. C( also M-, Relatum de laMaladie, 24= 
'La foule etoit inconceivable.' 

11 M-, Relation de la Maladie, 19. 
12 A description of the 'Mausoleum' is to be found ibid. 25-6. 
t3 CA I 4, fo. 79v. 
14 A. Pye to Abigail Harley, 13 Mar. 1695; Historical Manuscripts Commission (ed.), 

Manuscripts ef the Duke ef Portland, preserved at We/beck Abb~, 10 vols. (London, 1891-1931), iii. 
562; M***, Relation de la Maladie, 24. 
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public; a large procession with the coffin in a sumptuous hearse, 
surrounded by banners and heraldic achievements; and, finally, a 
solemn service in Westminster Abbey including a high-profile 
sermon and the final lowering of the coffin into the royal vault. 

II 

Yet while Mary's funeral stood for the culmination of a centuries-
old process, it was also the postscript to an era. Royal obsequies 
on such a grand scale had already fallen into disuse during the 
Restoration period. Although Charles II tried to continue some 
long-established royal rituals, such as touching for the 'king's evil', 
funerals were not among them. After 166o members of the royal 
family were interred in what contemporaries called 'a private 
manner', that is, a more intimate, scaled-down version of 
events. 15 Foreign observers spoke of a 'Cérémonie Funebre ... 
particuliére, et, comme on dit, incognito'. 16 By contrast, royal 
funerals in the old style were referred to as either 'solemne 
Interment' (as in the case of the state funeral of the Duke of 
Albermarle in 1670) or, more commonly, as 'publick funeral' (as 
in the case of Mary's burial). 17 The reasons for this shift are 
manifold. The decline of anointed kingship as mentioned above 
certainly played a major role in the transformation of the royal 
burial rites, as did, probably, a shortage of money in the royal 
coffers. In addition, elaborate funerals of Parliamentarians during 
the 1640s and 50s and, in particular, Oliver Cromwell's 'royal' 
funeral of 1658, which included an effigy and the full panoply of 
heraldic emblems and regalia, further discredited any attempts to 
revive public funerals. 18 And, finally, the monarchy was merely 

15 The first royal funeral after the restoration of the monarchy, the burial of Henry 
Duke of Gloucester on 21 Sept. 1660, had officially already been labelled 'private': CA I 
4, fo. 49'; BL Add. MS 6r101, fos. 68---gv. Other private royal funerals after 1660 include 
those ofMary, Princess Dowager of Orange (29 Dec. 1660), Charles, Duke of Cambridge 
(6 May 1661), Elizabeth, Queen Dowager of Bohemia (17 Feb. 1662), Charles, Duke of 
Kendall (30 May 1667),James, Duke of Cambridge (26Jun. 1667), Prince Rupert of the 
Rhine (6 Dec. 1682), and King Charles II (14 Feb. 1685); see CA I 4, fos. 49',3'. 

16 GSA I HA Rep. n nos. 7z--5: England Konv 33 B, fo. 383v. 
17 CA I 4, fos. 6or, 84r, 141r (Albermarle); Narcissus Luttrell, A Brief Historical R.elation ef 

St.ate Affairs.from September 1678 to April 1714, 6 vols. (Oxford, 1857), iii. 419 (Mary II). 
18 Ian Gentles, 'Political Funerals During the English Revolution', in Stephen Porter 

(ed.), London and the Civil War (Basingstoke, 1996), 205---24; Woodward, Theatre ef Death, 
199---iwr. 
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following a broader trend: private interments had become fash-
ionable among the British aristocracy since the early seventeenth 
century out of a desire for burial rites that cost less and were 
more fulfilling both spiritually and emotionally. 19 

Until the end of the century, however, no firm tradition of 
private royal funerals had been established. During most of the 
Restoration period only lesser members of the royal family, such 
as princes and princesses, had been buried. When the first 
private interment of a reigning monarch came about in 1685 it 
was hardly likely to set a strong precedent either. Charles's 
deathbed conversion to Catholicism had precluded all possibility 
of a full-blown royal funeral, however much some at court may 
have wished it.20 The ensuing death of Mary II even saw, after 
much debate, a return to the old style of public burial, although 
the changed constitutional position of the monarchy after 
1688-9 had made it all the more doubtful whether royal ritual 
could be performed in the same way as before. 21 A decisive 
turning point was reached only in the first decades of the eight-
eenth century when, within a short period of time, four royal 
funerals, among them two of reigning monarchs (William Ill and 
Queen Anne), were held privately. From the interment of 
William, Duke of Gloucester, in 1701 onwards, all sixteen royal 
funerals held in London during the eighteenth century, be they 
of kings, queens, queen consorts, princes, or princesses, were 
declared private. 22 Yet well into the eighteenth century at each 
royal death there was an uncertainty about which form the obse-

19 Lawrence Stone, Tiu Crisis ef the Aristocrag, (Oxford, 1965), 577-g; Ralph 
Houlbrooke, Death, Religion, and the Family in England, 1480-1750 (Oxford, 1998), 210-5, 
278-84- With some delay, a similar development took place in Protestant German terri-
tories where the upper classes had embraced the new fashion of private funerals since the 
1680s; see the splendid discussion of the phenomenon by Craig Koslofsky, Tiu R.efi,rmation 
ef the Dead: Death and Ritual in Early Modem Germany, 1450-1700 (Basingstoke, 2000), 133-52. 

20 A description of Charles's funeral can be found in Fritz, 'From "Public" to 
"Private" ', 681 1. According to Gilbert Burnet, the decision to hold Charles !I's funeral 
in private was widely criticized; see History qfMy Oum Time, 6 vols. (London, 1725--s4), ii. 
1015. 

21 GSA I HA Rep. 11 nos. 72-5: England Konv 33 B, fo. 1'. 
22 A list of royal funerals during the 18th century reads: William, Duke of Gloucester: 

9 Aug. 1700; King William III: 12. Apr. 1702; Prince George of Denmark: 13 Nov. 1708; 
Queen Anne: 24 Aug. 1714; Queen Caroline: 17 Dec. 1737; Frederick Lewis, Prince of 
Wales: 13 Apr. 1751; Princess Caroline Elizabeth: 5 Jan. 1758; Princess Elizabeth 
Caroline: 14 Sept. 1759; King George II: 11 Nov. 1760; William Augustus, Duke of 
Cumberland: 9 Nov. 1765; Prince Frederick William: 2 Jan. 1766; Edward Augustus, 
Duke of York and Albany: 4 Nov. 1767; Princess Louise Anne: 21 May 1768; Augusta, 



The Funerals of the British Monarchy 429 

quies would take.23 As late as 1737, when Queen Caroline died, a 
contemporary wondered 'whether a public or private funeral 
[was planned] tho' I imagine the latter'.24 Only in the course of 
the century did private royal funerals finally become the norm. 

At the beginning of our period, the decision as to how a 
funeral should be performed was taken by the Privy Council, or 
a specially appointed committee of Privy Councillors. The 
details of the funeral arrangements were usually prepared by the 
Earl Marshall's office and, in particular, by its subordinate body, 
the College of Arms, whose duty 'lies in marshalling and order-
ing Coronations, Marriages, Christenings, Funerals etc. of the 
Royal Family'.25 The College's heralds searched in their papers 
for examples of earlier royal burials on whose precedent and 
established regulations the present funeral could be based, and 
proposed an outline of the procession to the Privy Council. 
Usually, as might be expected, the monarch was also involved in 
the decision-making process. Some kings and queens, however, 
seem to have taken a greater interest than others. Whereas 
William III was unaware of the exact time of his wife's funeral, 
his successor concerned herself studiously with the details of her 
husband's interment in 1708.26 Later monarchs, in general, seem 
to have kept a close eye on proceedings. In the days after the 
death of Queen Caroline in 1737, George II incessantly talked 
about 'all the minutiae relating to the regulation of the 
funeral'. 27 Under his successor all provisions for a royal funeral 
Princess Dowager of Wales: 15 Feb. 1772; Princess Amelia: II Nov. 1786; Henry 
Frederick, Duke of Cumberland and Strathern: 28 Sept. 1790. George I died on the 
journey to Hanover on 12June 1727 and was buried on 30 Aug. 1727 in the Leineschloss 
church in his Hanoverian Electorate. In London, only 'a Solemn Mourning' seems to 
have been held; 1NA LC 2/21. 

23 See e.g. the discussion about William III's funeral in Burnet, History ef My Own 
T irne, v. 592--s. Burnet, Bishop of Salisbury and a close confidant of William III, decried 
the 'Privacy of his Funeral which was scarce decent, so far was it from being 
Magnificent'; ibid. 593. 

24 Donald Burrows and Rosemary Dunhill (eds.), Music and Theatre in Handel's World: 
The Fami!, Papers ef]ames Harris 173~1780 (Oxford, 2002), 39. 

25 The Present St,at,e ef the British CourL" or, an Account ef the Cwil and Mililllry Establishmmt ef 
England (London, 1720), 125. 

26 GSA I HA Rep. II nos. 7z-5: England Konv 17 A: Report by the Prussian ambas-
sador, Thomas Ernst von Danckelmann, London, 8 Mar. 16g5; R. 0. Bucholz, 
"'Nothing but Ceremony": Queen Anne and the Limitations of Royal Ritual', Journal ef 
British Studi.es, 30 (1991), 288--s23, at 290. 

27 John Hervey, Some Materials Towards Memoirs ef the Reign ef King George II, ed. Romney 
Sedgwick, 3 vols. (London 1931), iii. 916. 
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had to be presented to the King for his approval; and in the 
early nineteenth century the Prince Regent, the future George 
IV (1820-30), intervened personally in the preparations, repeat-
edly breaking with long-standing traditions. In line with the 
increasing involvement of the monarch, the control which the 
Privy Council, the Earl Marshall, and the College of Arms exer-
cised over the arrangement of the funerals weakened, in particu-
lar from the middle of the century, while the influence of the 
Lord Chamberlain grew considerably. The heralds continued to 
draw up proposals, but they were put under considerable pres-
sure by the Lord Chamberlain to conform to his, and by way of 
extension, presumably also to the monarch's wishes.28 

The ever-stronger presence of court officials also hints at what 
exactly was meant by the notion of private royal funerals in the 
latter part of the century. When the shift from public to private 
royal funerals occurred around 1700, contemporaries described 
the difference rather vaguely in terms of a varying degree of 
lavishness. Private funerals were regarded as being less magnifi-
cent: they were held 'without the Solemnities belonging to a 
Publick Funeral' or simply 'without any pomp'.29 At best, they 
could be performed 'with all the Decency and Pomp consistent 
with a private Burial'.30 Examined more closely, however, 
private interments betray a fairly clearly defined set of character-
istics which sets them apart from public royal funerals. 
Significantly, most of the features that constituted a private royal 
funeral became more pronounced with the passage of time. 

28 The growing influence of the Lord Chamberlain is captured in CA S.M.L. 65, 
p. 184; S.M.L. 66, pp. 2-3. See also Fritz, 'From "Public" to "Private" ', 77-8, who, 
however, overstates the dominance of the Lord Chamberlain. Detailed accounts of the 
negotiations conducted between the different offices involved in the funerals, and 
examples of pressure exerted on the heralds to change the traditional ceremonial, can be 
found in CA S.M.L. 65, pp. 177-8, 237-8; S.M.L. 66, pp. 1-3, 25, 26. For the Prince 
Regent's role see e.g. Hone's Edition. The 11/hole qf the Burial Procession and Obsequies: A Most 
Correct Account qfthe Funeral qfthe Princess Charlotte (3rd edn.; London, 1817), 7. 

29 Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS Top. Yorks. d. 5, fos. 33r-v, 54v-55v, quotation at 
55v; Luttrell, Brief Historical R.elati.on, v. 150. See also two of the most influential ceremonial 
handbooks of the time, Julius Bernhard von Rohr, Einleilung zur Ceremonial-Wzssenschafl der 
grossen Herren (Berlin, 1729), 305, 308; andJohann Christian Liining, Theatrum CeremoniLlle 
historico-politu:um, oder Historisch- und Politischer Schau-Platz des Europiiischen Cantz/q-Ceremoniels 
(Leipzig, 1720), 656. 

30 Oldmixon, History qf England, 569. See also ibid. 251. Similarly [Boyer], History qf 
K"zng William, iii. 519: William III 'was interr'd with all the Magnificence a private Burial 
could admit'. 
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They had already been evident in the first private royal funerals 
after 1660 but reached a more distinct form in the transitional 
period in the 1700s, and were further radicalized in the burials of 
the Hanoverian dynasty after 1751. As a consequence, by the end 
of the process in the final stages of the eighteenth century royal 
funerals were rather plain. 31 

What, then, were the traits of private royal funerals? First of 
all, they did without most of the heraldic trappings which had 
been an essential part of public burials. 32 None of the private 
funerals displayed mourning-horses or heraldic achievements, 
such as shield and sword, helmet and crest, gauntlets and spurs. 
The only remaining symbols were the coat of arms of the 
deceased shown, for example, on the pall over the coffin, and a 
crown (in the case of kings, queens, and queen consorts), or a 
coronet (in the case of princes of the blood). All the banners, 
bannerolls, and standards, on the other hand, had gone, as had 
the wax effigy, not used in either of the royal funerals after 1700, 
and the elaborate castmm doloris. 33 Besides, only in 1702, at 
William's funeral, was the coffin drawn in an elaborate chariot. 
For the remainder of the century it was simply borne by yeomen 
of the guard. Even drums and trumpets were banned from the 
procession, with the exception of burials for members of the 
royal family who had distinguished themselves as military 
commanders, such as the Duke of Cumberland and Edward 
Augustus, Duke of York. During these 'military' funerals several 
pieces of artillery and battalions of the guard regiments 'fired 
Vollies' in addition to the guns at the Tower that were fired at 
one-minute intervals during each royal funeral. 34 In one respect, 

31 The rest of section II is based on CA I 4, S.M.L. 64-6, Royal Ceremonies 23, 35-6; 
BL Add. MS 6nor; 1NA PC r/2/r22, r/2/250, 1/2/251, 1/2/255,, 1/2/259, 1/6/90, 
r/r3/51--2, r/r3/5~; GSA I HA Rep. II nos. 72-5: England Konv 33 B, fos. 377r--s86r. 

32 Fritz, 'From "Public" to "Private" ', deals with the decline of the heraldic funeral in 
extenso. However, he concentrates on this point at the expense of other aspects and thus 
does not convey the full extent of the changes which separate private from public royal 
interments. 

33 Effigies of William III and Queen Anne had been made, but only for commercial 
purposes. Together with the effigies of Charles II, Mary, and those of a few high-ranking 
aristocrats, they were exhibited as tourist attractions in Henry VII's Chapel. See A View ef 
the Wax Work Figures in Kmg Henry the 7tlt's Chape~ Westminster Abbey (3rd edn.; London, n.d. 
[after 1768]), esp. pp. v-vi; Fritz, 'Trade in Death', 296-8. 

34- CA I 4, p. 125; S.M.L. 66, pp. 2, 21. There was usually one other change to the 
ceremonial at 'military' funerals: generals or admirals replaced the aristocrats as bearers 
of the pall and the canopy which was carried over the coffin. 
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then, private funerals were downgraded versions of the original 
ceremonial grandeur, depleted specifically of their heraldic 
content. It is worth noting, however, that the disappearance of 
heraldic symbols was not the result of a change in taste that 
regarded such paraphernalia as old fashioned. During the whole 
of the eighteenth century the full range of heraldic emblems 
remained an integral part of public state funerals such as those 
of the Duke of Marlborough in 1722, and both Pitts in 1778 and 
1806 respectively. 35 Heraldic fixtures clearly had not become 
outdated. 36 Their elimination from royal funerals was a conscious 
decision. 

Notwithstanding the reduction of pomp and circumstance, 
private interments were not held entirely without ceremonial 
splendour. They still followed the familiar three-stage pattern of 
lying-in-state, procession, and church service. Rituals such as the 
proclamation of the style of the deceased and the breaking of 
staves were adhered to in almost all royal funerals. The proces-
sions with the coffin, the chief mourner, and his or her assistants 
at the centre were also still marshalled by the heralds according 
to rank. And black hangings and mourning cloth remained in 
use during all funerals, contributing to the invariably high cost of 
the events. At the same time, however, there is a second unmis-
takable development which, with the passage of time, became 
even more recognizable: the gradual exclusion of the non-
courtly public from the proceedings. 

This was true, first, for the actual participants, whose numbers 
dwindled. By definition, a private royal funeral tends to have 
barred representatives of Parliament and the City of London, 
who had made such an impression at Queen Mary's funeral, 
from attending. Neither the lord mayor and the aldermen of the 
City of London nor members of the two Houses of Parliament 
any longer took part, not even during the funeral of a reigning 

35 For Marlborough's funeral see Oldmixon, History <if England, 725-6; for Pitt the 
Eider's funeral, CA I 4, pp. 141-53; and for Pitt the Y ounger's funeral, London Gazette, no. 
158g5, 1-4 Mar. 1806, pp. 277-82. Nelson's state funeral in 1806 differed considerably 
from earlier events. See Timothy Jenks, 'Contesting the Hero: The Funeral of Admiral 
Lord Nelson', Journal <if British Studies, 39 ( 2000 ), 422-53; and Laurence Brockliss, John 
Cardwell, and Michael Moss, 'Nelson's Grand National Obsequies', English Historical 
R.euiew, 121 (2006), 16z-82. 

36 Many contemporaries, however, seem to have confused heraldic achievements, 
which were 'Civil distinctions of Honour', with military trophies; CA S.M.L. 66, pp. 1-2. 
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monarch such as George II. Individual Members of Parliament 
might march in the procession, but as noblemen, not in their 
official capacity or as a distinct body. The number of state repre-
sentatives decreased even further. The ceremonies for William 
and Anne were still attended by the Lord Chancellor, and Privy 
Councillors were present at all royal funerals of the 1700s, 
even those of princes of the blood. Beginning with the funeral of 
Frederick, Prince of Wales in 1751, however, the Lord 
Chancellor stayed away, while the Privy Councillors had to limit 
their attendance to funerals of reigning monarchs. Apart from 
Privy Councillors, the only other participants at royal funerals 
who can be regarded as representatives of state institutions were 
the Lord Chief Baron, the Master of the Rolls, two High Court 
judges (Lord Chief Justice of the King's Bench and Lord Chief 
Justice of the Common Pleas), the Lord Privy Seal, and the Lord 
Keeper of the Great Seal. According to the rules drawn up by 
the heralds, they had to take part ex officio at all funerals of 
kings, queens, and queen consorts, but not at those of junior 
members of the royal family. 

The presence of a state element is further put into perspective 
by the two other groups who invariably attended royal funerals, 
that is, the nobility and the royal household. Both by far 
outshone any state representatives who might have been left in 
the procession. The upper echelons of the royal households, in 
particular, formed large contingents in each funeral procession. 
At the beginning of the period, in the 1700s, they still had to 
share the stage with the gentlemen servants of those nobles 
attending the funerals. By the end of the first decade, however, 
the latter were already prevented from taking part, and for the 
remainder of the first half of the century, it was only the house-
hold of the deceased and establishments of other members of the 
royal family who marched in the procession. Another change 
occurred in the 1750s. From then on, only the household of the 
deceased participated in the obsequies. Despite this reduction 
individual royal establishments still formed substantial groups. 
Usually they included a large number of gentlemen servants 
(pages, gentlemen ushers), officers of the household (for example, 
physicians, chaplains, solicitors, and attorneys), and the four 
major court dignitaries, the so-called stave-officers (Comptroller, 
Treasurer, Lord Chamberlain, and Lord Steward). If, as was 
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sometimes the case with junior members of the family, the 
deceased did not command the services of a sufficient number of 
people, ranks were swelled by the inclusion of livery servants and 
missing stave-officers either appointed for the day, or replaced 
by the respective officers from the king's household. Limiting 
participation to the household of the defunct was, therefore, not 
primarily a means of reducing numbers, but rather of surround-
ing the dead with those who had been closest to them during 
their lifetime. Characteristically, the last contingent in the 
procession, immediately behind the chief mourner and his or her 
assistants and thus in close proximity to the coffin, always 
consisted of a group of servants from the bedchamber who had 
attended on the deceased on a regular basis. 

Especially at the beginning of the century, the royal households 
had vied with the peers of the realm for the position of the most 
conspicuous contingent within the cortege. At William's funeral 
more than 40 coaches out of a total of 130 belonged to barons, 
viscounts, earls, marquesses, dukes, and their sons.37 Over the 
course of the century, however, the attendance figures of the 
nobility declined markedly. In the latter part of the period the 
peerage made only a meagre showing at the interments of princes 
and princesses. Complaints from the heralds about low visitor 
figures abounded. 38 Even at the funeral of George II, the pres-
ence of peers of the realm left much to be desired. Although, for 
the first time in the second half of the century, younger and elder 
sons of the peerage appeared in sufficient numbers to be 
mentioned separately in the printed ceremonial, the heralds had 
cause to complain. There were not even enough persons of rank 
to form the group of sixteen assistants to the chief mourner, 
prescribed by protocol, 'not so many Peers' Sons, or Peers of 
Great Britain & Ireland as was expected . . . [ and] no Marquisses 
nor Dukes but what attended in particular Offices'. 39 

This development, however, was not entirely unwelcome. 
Especially from the 1750s onwards, first the Lord President of the 
Privy Council and later the Lord Chamberlain made repeated 
attempts to prevent peers from attending, for example, by 
issuing the printed invitations only on the morning of the funeral 

37 Oldmixon, History I/[ England, 261. 
38 See e.g. CA S.M.L. 66, pp. 3, 5, 21. 
39 CA S.M.L. 65, pp. 94, 271; the quotation ibid. 272. 
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or leaving the nobility out of the ceremonial altogether.40 The 
burials of the 1750s were to be made 'as private as possible', as 
the Lord Chamberlain stated.41 This rather unexpected move 
may partly be explained by the strained relations between 
George II and his children, 42 but it certainly had the desired 
effect of limiting the number of aristocrats at royal funerals, even 
during the reign of George III as we have seen. As late as 1818, 
at the funeral of Queen Charlotte, The Times lamented 'the 
limited attendance and homage paid by the peerage on this 
occasion, as well as by other persons who occupy a distinguished 
rank in the State'. 43 No efforts to reverse this trend are docu-
mented. 

It is therefore likely that the decline in the numbers of the 
nobility was premeditated, since it left members of the royal 
household as the largest contingent in most royal funerals of the 
latter half of the eighteenth century. Had it not been for the 
College of Arms and its heralds, the keepers of tradition, who 
resolutely, but not always successfully, opposed ideas of even 
more private funerals, the exclusion of everyone not belonging to 
the royal household would probably have progressed even 
further. Consequently, even in the later eighteenth century royal 
funerals were still rather crowded affairs. At the burial of 
Frederick, Prince of Wales, in 1751 which the court wanted to be 
as private as possible, 'the Crowd [in the chapel] was so great, 
that none but the two Supporters could sit down'.44 And the 
same can be said of other funerals.45 None the less, the general 
tendency is unmistakable. The interments were meant to 
become-as far as possible-court affairs, involving only those 
who had attended and surrounded the defunct at court. 

To achieve this aim the organizers went one step further. As 
well as reducing the number of participants, they tried to keep 
out the crowds that gathered at each royal funeral. One feature of 
a private burial, in particular, suited this purpose perfectly: in 

40 Ibid. 177-9. 
41 Ibid. 179, 237, the quotation ibid. 237. 
42 The 1751 funeral of Frederick, Prince of Wales, and the tensions surrounding this 

event are discussed in Robin Eagles, ' "No more to be said"? Reactions to the Death of 
Frederick Lewis, Prince of Wales', Historical Research (forthcoming 2007). 

43 Tire T11111!s, 3 Dec. 1818, p. 2d. 
44 CA S.M.L. 65, p. 179. 
45 Take e.g the funeral of the Duke of York in 1767; CA S.M.L. 66, p. 2r. 
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contrast to public funerals private interments were held late in the 
evening, 'by Torch light'.46 Changing attitudes towards the night 
in baroque culture had made the hours between dusk and dawn 
the preferred time for court festivals and spectacles such as 
fireworks, ballet, theatre, and opera that relied on artificial illu-
mination for their special effects.47 The hours of darkness became 
the preserve of court society and the well-to-do classes. It was 
only to be expected that royal funerals, following the example of 
aristocratic rites, started to be held during the night to stress their 
socially exclusive character, whereas public state funerals such as 
Marlborough's or Pitt's continued to be performed during day-
light when the masses could attend. 

Still, this attempt at social separation seems not to have gone 
far enough in the eyes of the court. A strict policy of controlling 
access was put in place at each of the three stages of a royal 
funeral. To begin with, the duration of the lying-in-state was 
drastically shortened. While Mary had lain in state for ten days, 
at the funerals of the 1700s the length of the ceremony was grad-
ually reduced until from the death of Queen Anne onwards the 
corpse of the deceased was not conveyed to Westminster Palace, 
where the lying-in-state now took place, until the night before 
the interment, leaving at best 24 hours for the ceremony.48 In 
the latter part of the eighteenth century, at the funerals of some 
lesser royals the lying-in-state seems to have been dispensed with 
entirely. In addition, the liberal admission policy of former times 
that had allowed everyone, regardless of their station in life, to 
walk by Mary's, and indeed Charles II's, coffin was repeatedly 
abandoned. 49 Although evidence is scarce, at least at some 
funerals access was limited to polite society. At the funeral of 
William, Duke of Gloucester, in 1701, for example, 'to prevent 
crowding, no persons ... [were] admitted to see him but those 
who are in mourning'. 50 Especially during the latter half of our 

% CJ\ I 4, fos. 51', 52'. 
47 Richard Alewyn, Das grefle Welttkeater: Die Epoch£ der hijfischen Fesre (2nd edn.; Munich, 

1985), 319; T. C. W. Blanning, The Cullnre ef Power and the Power qf Culture (Oxford, 2002), 
42· 

48 See Oldmixon, History ef Englarui., 260---1; Luttrell, Brief Historical Relation, iv. 673; 
[Abel Boyer], The History qf the Reign qf Queen Anne, Digested into Annals, rear the Seventh 
(London, 1709), 247; La Clef du Cabinet des Princes de !'Europe, 21 (1714), 195. 

49 For Charles II's funeral, see CA I 4, fo. 78'; BL Add. MS 38141, fo. 63'. 
50 Luttrell, Brief Hiswrical Relation, iv. 673-
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period access was apparently regulated by issuing tickets. This 
tendency became even more pronounced in the early nineteenth 
century. At the funeral of Queen Charlotte in 1818, only her 
immediate entourage was allowed into the chamber where the 
body had been deposited. There was talk about the Queen 
'having lain in State privately'. 51 Yet other funerals saw no 
constraints on access. The corpse of the Duke of Cumberland 
could 'be seen by all persons' for twenty-four hours.52 

In general, however, a desire to restrict access was obvious, 
not least in the spatial arrangements for the lying-in-state. In the 
past, the lying-in-state had taken place in various royal palaces 
throughout London. Mary had lain in state in her bedchamber 
in the Palace of Whitehall; for the private royal funerals from 
Charles II's restoration to the reign of Queen Anne rooms 
in Somerset House, Kensington Palace, and the Palace of 
Westminster were chosen. Similar plans had also been drawn 
up in 1714: Anne's body was to rest in Kensington Palace. The 
discovery of her will with the express wish for more sober obse-
quies, however, changed everything. Her lying-in-state was 
transferred to the comparatively small Prince's Chamber in the 
Palace ofWestminster.53 This change of venue, paradoxically 
from a royal palace to the site of Parliament, proved durable. 
During the remainder of the century all royal lying-in-states 
were held in the Prince's Chamber, while a room twice as large 
in the same palace, the so-called Painted Chamber, was to be 
used for state funerals. 

In order to bring home the message of a more intimate ritual, 
the deliberate policy of confining space was also followed at the 
procession. The distance which the cortege had to cover was 
drastically shortened, and its route devised in such a way that as 
few onlookers as possible could catch a glimpse of it. This task 
had already been made easier by the choice of the Palace of 
Westminster, just opposite Westminster Abbey, as the traditional 
site for the lying-in-state. In the case of the burials of Mary II 
and William III the processions had had to wind their way 
to the church from the palaces of Whitehall and Kensington 

5! CA Royal Ceremonies 36. The court had proceeded in a similar way at the funeral 
of Princess Charlotte in the previous year; Honl!'s Edition, 11. 

52 CA S.M.L. 66, p. 3. 
53 TNA PC 1/2/250; 1/2/255. 
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respectively. Yet still not satisfied with this improvement the 
organizers went one step further. Rather than use the main portal 
at the far end of the church as seen from the palace, the proces-
sion always entered the abbey by one of the two entrances next to 
Westminster Palace. Either the cortege left the palace's courtyards 
only to cross the road and go into the church through the south-
east door, or it used the north door which was hardly further away 
and had the additional advantage of allowing the cortege to pass 
between Westminster Abbey and the church of St Margaret's 
immediately adjacent, thus effectively narrowing down the space 
for the crowds to a minimum. As a consequence, a large number 
of the 'many thousands of Spectators' at George Il's funeral 'could 
not get near enough to see the procession, and only saw, at a 
distance, the great light given by the F1.ambeaux and lamps'.54 It 
hardly needs mentioning that processions at public funerals 
continued to use the main western entrance, which entailed a long 
winding route from the Palace of Westminster via several roads to 
the opposite side of the church. It might, however, be worth 
noting that the public had even been excluded both symbolically 
and visually from private interments. The poor men and women 
who represented the nations' commoners no longer took part in 
royal funerals. Nor did the burials of the eighteenth century give 
rise to a large number of depictions of the obsequies, whereas 
Queen Mary's funeral had been portrayed in numerous, albeit 
rather fanciful etchings. 55 

The same policy of intimacy was pursued inside Westminster 
Abbey. Instead of performing the burial service in the main aisle 
and afterwards conveying the coffin to Henry VIl's Chapel, as 
had been the case during Mary's entombment, the procession 
went straight into the chapel where the dean read the service.56 

54 'Funher Paniculars relating to the Death, Funeral, etc. of his late Most Sacred 
Majesty, of blessed Memory', Lmdon Magazine, or Gentleman's lntelligencer, 29 (1760), 596----g, 
at 597· 

55 William IIl's death seems to have merited two illustrations: a deathbed scene, char-
acteristically by a Dutch artist, and an engraving of the King's effigy which had been 
produced for commercial, not ceremonial, purposes. In addition, an engraving of the 
funeral procession of Edward, Duke of York and Albany was produced by the artist 
James Hulett in 1767.John Landwehr, Sp/.endid Ceremonies. State Entries and Royal Funerals in 
the Low Countries, 1515-1791: A Bibliography (Nieuwkoop, 1971), 137-9; Ralph Hyde, 
'Romeyn de Hooghe and the Funeral of the People's Queen', Print Qyarter!J,, 15 (1998), 
15<>-72, at 172; Fritz, 'Trade in Death', 300-3; Wellcome Library, London, Voo42352. 

56 For Henry VII's Chapel see Tim Tatton-Brown and Richard Mortimer (eds.), 
Westminster Abbry: The Lady Chapel ef Henry VII (Woodbridge, ,2003). 
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Only during the funerals of some kings and queens was the 
cortege led through the main aisle of the church before it disap-
peared in the confined space of the chapel, seemingly unap-
proachable by anyone not belonging to the inner circle of 
mourners. The religious element thus retreated further into a 
sacred recess, 'a sepulchre for the royal ashes of the British 
provinces; a depository for their remains, till they are again 
roused to life by the awakening sound of the last trumpet'.57 

Inconsistencies and rivalries within the administrative appara-
tus, however, meant that the policy of intimacy was not entirely 
successful. Some of the institutions involved in the organization 
of the funerals, especially the Earl Marshal's office and the Dean 
and Chapter of Westminster Abbey, usually seized the opportu-
nity to make a profit by selling tickets for those areas under their 
jurisdiction, from parts of the Palace of Westminster to the 
church itsel£ 58 In addition, the Lord Chamberlain's office issued 
tickets to official guests. During the funeral of George II up to 
six hundred people were seated on two specially erected galleries 
in the main body of the church to see the procession on its 
way to the chapel. Still, the high price of tickets, usually bet-
ween one and two guineas, and the involvement of the Lord 
Chamberlain's office, ensured that only 'the rich, the great, the 
learned, and the powerful' gained access. 59 Opening up the 
funerals to the well-to-do classes thus only served to underline 
their exclusive character. Even polite society, however, could not 
enter Henry VIl's Chapel, which seems to have been fairly well 
protected from unwelcome intruders. Only people issued with a 
ticket by the Lord Chamberlain, almost exclusively court ladies, 
the majority of whom were prohibited by protocol from taking 
an active part in the procession, were admitted into the chapel. 60 

On the other hand, because of its narrowness, the chapel was 
usually overcrowded, a situation that often, but by no means 
always, led to confusion and improper behaviour as described in 
Walpole's letter quoted at the beginning of this essay. 

Notwithstanding such setbacks, the outcome of the trend 
57 'A Description of Herny VII's Chapel, in Westminster Abbey, built as a Sepulchre 

for the Royal Family', R~al Magazine (1760), 2251 , at 227. 
58 See e.g. CA S.M.L. 65, pp. 92, 272-3. 
59 C.D., 'To the Author of the Royal Magazine (Solemnity of his late Majesty's 

Funeral)', R~al Magad,ne (1760), 231--2. See also CA S.M.L. 65, p. 273, 
6° CA S.M.L. 65, pp. 179, 238, 272; S.M.L. 66, p. 3. 
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towards more private funerals during the eighteenth century is 
obvious.61 It created a socially exclusive sphere accessible in 
theory to only a limited number of people. Only those who had 
surrounded the defunct during his or her lifetime were meant to 
take part in the funeral. Royal interments thus gradually evolved 
into more or less separated events for court society. To the initial 
meaning of the word 'private', referring to a lesser degree of 
opulence, had been added a second, more modern layer of 
meaning stressing the presence of the immediate entourage of 
the deceased. 

III 

The retreat from the public sphere into the realm of the court 
was not without consequences for the religious dimension of the 
funerals. Their rather sober character as a result of the abandon-
ment of outward pomp and the reduction in the number of 
participants left a void that could be filled with a new spiritual 
meaning. Again, a comparison with Mary Il's funeral is called 
for to throw the changes into sharper relief 

In 1695, in the spirit of the 'Godly revolution' propagated by 
William IIl's court, the obsequies had been distinguished by 
what could be called ostentatious religiosity intended to set an 
example for others. 62 As mentioned above, the body of the 
Queen had been entangled in a web of symbols, images, and 
texts. While she had lain in state in her bedchamber and later in 
Christopher Wren's catafalque in Westminster Abbey, Mary had 
become part of a complex system of heraldic emblems, moral 
and political allegories, and religious allusions. The spiritual 
message proper, however, was driven home in the funeral 
sermon delivered by Thomas Tenison, one of William IIl's main 
polemicists. Rehearsing arguments which had been used since 
1689 in a campaign to present the Queen as 'a woman of 

61 It is worth noting in this context that throughout the 18th century the exiled Stuart 
dynasty still buried their dead in grandiose ceremonies; see Edward Gregg, 'Monarchs 
Without a Crown', in Robert Oresko, G. C. Gibbs, and H. M. Scott (eds.), Royal and 
&publican Sovereign!J in &rf,y Modem &rope: Essays in Memory ef R.agnhild Hatton (Cambridge, 
1997), 382-422, at 400, 406, 408-g, 415, 419---21. 

62 Tony Claydon, Wtlliam III and the Godf,y Revolutwn (Cambridge, 1996); on Mary's 
funeral, ibid. 98-g. 
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immense personal piety', the Archbishop now elevated her liter-
ally to the rank of a Protestant saint.63 Incessantly, he dwelt on 
the Queen's virtues as a godly Protestant and on her 'perpetual 
Course of Christian Practice', of reading devout books, attending 
service, and observing her duties as 'a Patroness of Religion and 
Learning'. In addition, he gave a minute description of her 
exemplary 'good death', citing on the way all the common topoi 
of the genre: the endless cycle of prayers, the taking of commun-
ion, and her calm and conscious way of dying resigned to God's 
will. Tenison even blamed her death on the wickedness of the 
nation who had failed to obey God's commands: 'Natural causes 
had their share in this Evil, but it was the Immorality, the Sin of 
the Nation which hastened its [Providence's] Judgement.' Small 
wonder, then, that in his concluding remarks he urged the 
people to emulate 'a most Pious Queen'.64 

At the time, however, the triumphalist tone of the sermon had 
already proved to be divisive: it had sparked a bitter public 
controversy with opponents of Mary's and William's reign.65 

After the turn of the century, then, the moralizing, even prosely-
tizing attitude which Tenison's homily epitomized appears to 
have been even more at odds with the religious mood at the 
British court itself, which was characterized by a growing 
emphasis on inner devotion. A few examples might suffice to 
demonstrate this. First of all, the retreat of religious ritual into 
more intimate surroundings is again striking. Following the 
destruction of the Palace of Whitehall by fire at the end of the 
seventeenth century, for example, Queen Anne moved the 
Chapel Royal to smaller premises at St James's Palace. No 
attempt was ever made to revert to a grander setting, effectively 
reversing the policy of Mary II who had increased the frequency 
and public profile of services in royal chapels to campaign for a 
moral and pious revolution. 66 

Other developments further enhanced the significance of 
the Chapel Royal. Since 1709 it had increasingly, though not 

63 Ibid. 94 (quotation), 98~. 
64 Thomas Tenison, A Semwn Preached al the Funeral ef Her Late Miyes!}I Qiieen Mary ef &er 

B/,essed Merrwry (London, 1695), quotations at 16, 20, and 17. 
65 Oldmixon, Hi.swry ef England, 96. 
66 Claydon, William Ill and the God{y Revolution, 94-8; the Chapel Royal was only 

slightly enlarged by Anne; R. 0. Bucholz, Tl1II Augustan Court· Qyeen Anne and the Decline ef 
Court Culture (Stanford, Calif., 1993), 236; see also id., ' "Nothing but Ceremony" ', 299. 
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exclusively, become the site of commemorative services, one of 
the hallmarks of Queen Anne's monarchical style, which had 
previously taken place primarily against the grandiose backdrop 
of St Paul's Cathedral.67 This trend continued and was even 
strengthened during the reigns of the first two Hanoverians who, 
with some degree of variation, maintained a fairly elaborate 
social routine at court, comprising receptions, balls, 'drawing 
rooms', and birthday, accession, and coronation day festivities, 
but, in general, shunned public ceremonial splendour. As a rule, 
after 1714 thanksgiving services for British victories, or the safe 
return of the king and other members of the royal family from 
sojourns on the Continent, were held in the Chapel Royal, 
leaving the public with more secular spectacles, such as fireworks. 
Characteristically, George I (1714-27) regarded public thanksgiv-
ing services with the monarch at the centre as 'a kind of profana-
tion of God's worship'.68 In similar vein, baptisms and weddings 
of members of the royal family were celebrated in more private 
circumstances in the court chapel. It also comes as no surprise 
that George I finally discontinued the practice of the 'royal 
touch', one of the monarchy's most public religious ceremonies, 
which had been revived under his predecessor.69 

The withdrawal into the Chapel Royal, however, did not mean 
that religion was relegated to the margins. It merely reflected a 
changing attitude towards piety that was considered a more 
personal affair. At the beginning of the century Francis Atterbury, 
who, as Dean of Westminster Abbey, was familiar with the cere-
monies of the monarchy, had already expressed this view in a 
sermon held at Stjames's in the presence of Queen Anne and 
subsequently published in a collection of his writings which went 

67 Donald Burrows, Handel and the Chapel Royal (London, 1984), 4-6; Bucholz, 
'"Nothing but Ceremony'''; id., The Augustan Court, 209-11. 

68 Quoted from Hannah E. Smith, 'Georgian Monarchical Culture in England, 
1714-1760' (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Cambridge, 2001), 108. The printed 
version of Hannah Smith's dissertation, Georgian Monarchy: Politics and Culture £714-1760 
(Cambridge, 2006), was published only after the manuscript of this essay had been 
completed. 

69 John M. Beattie, The English Court in the Reign ef George I (Cambridge, 1967), 8-14, 
261-8, 273-8; Burrows, Handel and the Chapel Royal, 8-n; Smith, 'Georgian Monarchical 
Culture', w8-19; ead., 'The Court in England, 1714-1760: A Declining Political Institu-
tion?', History, go (2005), 23-41, at 29---so; Andrew Hanham, 'Caroline ofBrandenburg-
Ansbach and the "anglicisation" of the House of Hanover', in Clarissa Campbell Orr 
1,ed.), Qyeenship in Europe 1660-181s The Role ef the Consort (Cambridge, 2004), 276-99, at 
293-5. 
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through several editions. Contrasting the distractions and even 
monotonies of 'Public Devotions' with the fervour of silent prayer 
in the intimacy of one's own closet, he had advocated a privatized 
and individualized form of piety which, so his implicit message, 
should characterize life at court. 70 The high churchman Atterbury 
was not alone in addressing these concerns. The early decades of 
the eighteenth century also saw a growing Pietist influence at the 
British court channelled via the German Lutheran court chapel at 
Stjames's, which had been established by Queen Anne's husband 
Prince George, and was further underpinned after 1714 by the 
personal links between Hanoverian courtiers, especially ladies of 
the court, and the Pietist movement. 71 Regardless of the personal 
devoutness or indifference of the monarch, then, there were a 
number of quite diverse sources from which this new spirit of 
internalized spirituality in some quarters of the court was con-
stantly replenished. 

The new fashion of private royal funerals in the early eight-
eenth century certainly fitted this changing religious pattern. 
Whereas public funerals had been 'characterized more by the 
rituals of antiquarian feudalism than by those of Christianity', 
private burials, almost by definition, 'emphasized the "inner 
devotion" of more exclusive Christian ceremonies'. 72 The mere 
fact that they took place at night ensured a certain degree of 
contemplation and decorum. For contemporaries, burials by 
torchlight stood out favourably against the routine and disorder 
associated with public funerals and thus allowed more meaning-
ful worship. 73 This perception was strengthened by the greater 
simplicity of private burials, their renunciation of pomp and 
ostentation, although private funerals never entirely lacked cere-
monial splendour. Yet the dramatic light effects of torches, 

7° Francis Atterbury, 'Of Religious Retirement: A Sermon Preached before the 
Queen at StJames's Chapel, on Friday. March 23, 1704', in id., Sermons and Discourses on 
Several Suijects and Occasions, 4 vols. (several editions; London, 1761), i (7th edn.), 347,5; 
the quotation from ibid. 370. 

71 John Christian Jacobi, Memoirs if the life and Death if the late Reverend Mr. Antho,ry 
William Boehm (London, 1735); Carl Hinrichs, Preuj]entum und Pietismus: Der Pietismus in 
Brandenburg-Preuj]en als religi.iis-soziale Reformbewegung (Gottingen, 1971), 117-19; Daniel L. 
Brunner, Halle Pieti.sts in England: Anthorry William Boehm and the Socie!J .for Promoting Christian 
Knowkdge (Gottingen, 1993), esp. 49-58. Interestingly, in German territories Pietists were 
instrumental in promoting private funerals; see Koslofsky, Reformati.on if the Dead, 144-52. 

72 Stone, Crisis if the Aristocra.cy, 575; Koslofsky, Re.formation if the Dead, 141. 
73 Ibid. 145. 
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candles, and wax tapers combined with the tolling of church 
bells and the emblematic quality of the night as a symbol of 
vanity and transience were more suitable than a monumental 
procession in full daylight for creating a sombre, religiously 
laden atmosphere. 74 

Rather more surprisingly, the trend towards simpler, more 
pious funeral rites also led to the abolition of the funeral sermon. 
During none of the royal funerals of the eighteenth century was 
a sermon held . .75 This staple feature of earlier burials fell victim 
to the detestation of its eulogizing and sometimes divisive nature, 
which had been so blatant at Mary Il's funeral. In Protestant 
countries funeral sermons had been regarded with suspicion ever 
since the Reformation. They were seen by many as fulsome 
aberrations diverting the attention of the worshippers from the 
central aspect of the burial rites, the prayer for the salvation of 
the deceased's soul. In England, changing standards of behav-
iour in polite society reinforced these objections in the early 
eighteenth century. As a consequence, the practice of having 
funeral sermons among the upper classes decreased markedly in 
the years after 1720 following the trend set by the burials of the 
monarchy. 76 

Far from trivializing the royal funerals, however, the disap-
pearance of the sermon gave the religious ceremony an added 
significance. Instead of the sermon or the religious emblems 
displayed on the similarly abolished castrum doloris that had hith-
erto been at the heart of the obsequies, the liturgy itself now took 
centre-stage. It is worth noting in this context that the burial 
service used at royal funerals was in no way different from the 
one used at ordinary interments. It followed to the letter the 
version laid down in the Book of Common Prayer of 1662. 77 

74 See e.g. the descriptions in CA S.M.L. 45, p. 95, and H011B's &J.iJion, 15. 
7s At the beginning of the 18th century, separate sermons in memory of the deceased 

seem to have been held at the Chapel Royal briefly after the funeral. See, e.g., Anthony 
William Boehm, The Life of a Christian: A Sermon on the Occasion of the Death of His Rt!Jal 
Highness Prince George ef Denmad. (London, 1709), which was preached at the Chapel Royal 
at StJames's on 21 Nov. 1708. Outside coun, of course, countless sermons were held in 
churches up and down the country; some of them were subsequently printed. 

76 Koslofsky, Reformatum of the Dead, uo-14,; Houlbrooke, Death, R.eligi.on and the Famit,,, 
295-goo, 324-6. 

77 See e.g. Tu Book of Common Prayer, and Administration of the Sacraments, and other Rites 
and Ceremonies ef the Church, According to the Use ef the Church of England (London, 1738), no 
pagination, chapter 'The Order for the Burial of the Dead'. 
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According to Anglican theologians, the funeral rite basically 
conveyed two messages in the eighteenth century. First, it was 
intended to remind those present of the ephemeral nature of life, 
of its shortness and uncertainty, and, as a consequence, encour-
age the faithful to prepare themselves for death and lead a 'life of 
piety and goodness here, [to] make ... [themselves] acceptable 
in the sight of God'. Second, the service was to assure 'all true 
believers and ... faithful servants' of the 'resurrection of the just' 
and of 'a glorious happy state never to end'. Against this back-
ground the funeral rite became a celebration of victory over 
death which was to fill all mourners 'with a pious joy', comfort-
ing them in their dejection. 78 

Stripped both of their emblematic dimension and the inter-
pretative framework of a sermon, private royal funeral services, 
by the very nature of their liturgy, were therefore all about the 
salvation of the soul of the deceased. Gone were the politico-reli-
gious overtones which had been unmistakable at the funeral 
proceedings of 1695; gone also was the impetus to instruct the 
nation morally and spiritually, which had played a major part in 
Tenison's sermon. Only to the extent that every funeral was 
intended to prompt those present to reconsider their lives did the 
royal burials continue to set an example. Primarily, however, 
royal obsequies put the hope for an afterlife firmly at the centre 
of the ceremony, stressing this point even further by the increas-
ing use of funeral anthems. 

Music had always been a central ingredient of royal funerals, 
not least since it was better fitted to raise 'in the Soul all the 
devout Passions' and 'promote a pious Disposition of Mind' 'than 
any other Form of Devotion now practised in the Christian 
World'.79 Traditionally, the seven so-called funeral sentences of 
the burial service, among them the famous 'Man that is born of a 
Woman' and 'In the midst of life', were often sung by the choirs 
of Westminster Abbey and the Chapel Royal. At Mary Il's 
funeral an older setting to music by Thomas Morley, supple-

78 John Francis, Four Discourses, Explaining the liturgy ef the Church ef England (Norwich, 
1776), 55--g6; quotations from ibid. 93-4, 78, 57, and 95. Francis's treatise intended to 
summarize neatly the main tenets of Anglican theology (ibid, preface). See also Laurence 
Clarke, A Comp/eat Exposition ef the Book ef Common Pr(!Yer a:nd Administratwn ef the Lord's 
Supper, According to the Use ef the Church of England (London, 1787), 2og-15. 

79 Francis Atterbury, 'The Usefulness of Church Music', in id., Sermons and Discourses, 
iv (5th edn.), pp. xxiii--xxv and 21,45; quotations from ibid. pp. xxiv, 231, and 242. 
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mented by Henry Purcell's version of 'Thou knowest, Lord', was 
performed.80 During the eighteenth century William Croft's 
burial service, which incorporated Purcell's setting, seems to have 
been played at most royal interments.81 With the advent of the 
private funeral, however, additional anthems composed specially 
for the purpose were sung immediately after the burial service. 
The best-known example is without doubt George Frederick 
Handel's anthem for the funeral of Queen Caroline in 1737. It 
was, however, no exception. A number of royal burials saw the 
composition of special funeral anthems. William Croft wrote the 
anthem for Queen Anne and William Boyce for George II. At 
burials of members of the royal family in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries anthems by Edward Blake andjames 
Kent were played. Nowadays largely forgotten apart from 
Handel's piece, of course, these anthems constituted an impor-
tant part of the ceremony. Handel's and Boyce's compositions, 
for example, were about fifty minutes long and were performed 
by more than a hundred musicians, 'vocal and instrumental'. 82 

Even more significant is the fact that, to a certain degree, the 
anthems replaced the abolished funeral sermons. Based on care-
fully selected passages from the Bible they carried the meaning 
with which the funeral had been invested. The link between the 
new genre and the older sermons is most apparent in Handel's 
funeral anthem. Compiled by the Sub-Dean of Westminster 
Abbey from different parts of the Old Testament, the text cele-
brates the virtues and the righteousness of the Queen, highlights 
the utter devastation of her subjects, and stresses the mortal 
nature even of kings and queens before turning to the 'glorious 
kingdom' of heaven of which the faithful can rest assured. 83 

80 Bruce Wood, 'The First Performance of Purcell's Funeral Music for Queen Mary', 
in Michael Burden (ed.), Pf:[fi,rming the Music ef Henry Purcell (Oxford, 1996), 6!-81. I am 
indebted to Dr Stephen Rose (Royal Holloway, London) for drawing my attention to this 
essay. 

81 William Croft, Musi.ea Sacra: Or, Select Anthems in Score ... To Which is Added, The Burial 
Service, as it is Jlow Occasional!, Performed in Westminster-Abbry, 2 vols. (London, n.d.), i. 
177-84. The 'impressive burial service, composed by Croft and Purcell' was also 
performed in 1818 at the funeral of Queen Charlotte; see 'Funeral of Her Late Most 
Gracious Majesty, Queen Charlotte', in European Magazine and London Revi£w, 74 (1818), 
505--22, at 520. 

82 CA S.M.L. 65, p. 272. 
83 The Ceremonial Proceeding to a Private Interment ef Her Late Most Excellent Majesry Qiteen 

Caroline ef Blessed Memory ([London, 1737 ]). Not all printed versions of the ceremonial 
contain the text of Handel's funeral anthem. 
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Whereas the didactic tone of earlier funerals still resonates in 
Handel's composition, which some observers, significantly 
enough, 'thought a little too Theatrical for as solemn an Occas-
ion', the other anthems of the eighteenth century struck a 
different note. 84 Their texts were taken from the Book of Wis-
dom of Solomon whose main message, according to Richard 
Arnald's highly influential biblical commentary, was 'the pleas-
ing Hopes of a happy Resurrection to a blessed state of 
Immortality'. 85 

Although they might share the same source, funerals of the 
earlier and the latter part of the century could still differ. By 
means of a careful selection from the Book of Wisdom the text for 
Queen Anne's funeral anthem, while stressing the prospect of 
immortality for 'the souls of the righteous', reminded the listeners 
of the trials they would have to undergo before being found 
worthy of resurrection. 86 In contrast, the compilation of verses 
from the same book at George II's funeral emphasized trust in a 
merciful God and an eternal life, while devoting hardly any space 
to the afflictions which the faithful might have to endure in this 
life.87 Regardless of such nuances, however, the main aim of the 
anthems remained the same: to emanate a sense of confidence in 
the salvation of the deceased. This tradition was to continue into 
the early nineteenth century. The favourite anthem for royal 
funerals around 1800, certainly performed at the funerals of the 
Princesses Amelia in 1810 and Charlotte in 1817, and presumably 
also at the burial of Princess Amelia in 1786, began with the 
words 'I have set God always before me ... Therefore I shall not 
fall,' making the expectation of fulfilment in heaven clear right 

84 CA S.M.L. 65, p. 92. 
85 Richard Arnald, A Crihcal Commentary on such Books ef the Apokrypha, as are Appoimed to 

be &ad in Clmrches (2nd edn.; London, 176o), 14-28, quotation from 15. Arnald's commen-
tary on the Book of Wisdom had first been published in 1744 and was reprinted several 
times in the course of the 18th and early 19th centuries. See A. H. Bullen and Scott 
Mandelbrote, 'Richard Arnald', in The Oiford Dictionary ef National Biography, 60 vols. 
(Oxford, 2004), ii. 464. An almost identical interpretation is to be found in Leonard 
Howard, The Royal Bibk.· Or, a Compkt,e Bo<!J </[Christian I>ivini,ry (2nd edn.; London, 1761), 
The WISdom of Salomon. Commentary and Notes on the Third Chapter. 

86 Myles Birk et Foster, Anthems and AntJiem Composers: An Ess191 upon the Development ef the 
Anthem.from the Time ef the Reformation to the End ef the Nzmt,eenth Century (London, 1901), 68. 
The text is to be found in A Collection ef the Anthems, as the Same are Now Performed in his 
Mojesry's Chapels Royal (London, 1749), 179-80. 

87 The text of the anthem is reprinted in 'The Ceremonial at the Interment of his Late 
Most Excellent Majesty King George the Second', Royal Magaz-.ine (1760), 270-3, at 272. 
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from the beginning.88 In contrast to anthems at contemporary 
state funerals which were pitched to a more triumphant tone, 89 

the royal anthems provided an additional layer of internalized 
religiosity and thus further underlined the message which had 
already been at the heart of the liturgy itsel£ 

It was this concern for the salvation of the deceased (and the 
mourners), reflecting an enlightened belief in the immortality of 
the soul, that gave the royal funerals in the second half of the 
eighteenth century their specific profile. They had come a long 
way from the ostentatious religiosity of Queen Mary's funeral, 
directed at the whole nation, to an individualized spirituality that 
chimed well with the Christian Enlightenment and the appear-
ance of domestic bliss so characteristic of George IIl's (1760-
1820) court.90 Despite 'occasional bouts of public splendour' in 
the feasts of the chivalric orders, the revived public thanksgiving 
services, and birthday celebrations, particularly in the second 
half of the reign, life at the late-Georgian court was devoid of the 
representational monarchical style of the past and almost 
bourgeois in its outlook.91 It also contained a strong religious 
component visible, for example, in regular church attendance by 
the monarch and his family, and patronage for writers who 
developed an up-to-date understanding of the Protestant faith. 
It was not without reason that the anthem 'I have set God 
always before me' was 'introduced into the funeral service ... at 
the express desire of his Majesty, who has frequently had it 
performed at the Royal Concerts in Windsor Castle'. 92 

88 Edward Blake, 'I have set God always before me', Cathedral Magazine, or Di.vine 
Harrrl019', Being a Collection eftke Most Valuable and Useful Anthems in Score, 3 [1778], 651 5. At 
the funeral of Queen Charlotte in 1818, James Kent's celebrated anthem '0 Lord, hear 
my prayer' was sung at the request of the Prince Regent. See 'Funeral of Her late Most 
Gracious Majesty Queen Caroline', European Afaga,;.ine, 74 ( 1818), 505--22, at 520. 

89 e.g. the funeral anthem at Marlborough's funeral, composed by Handel's rival 
Giovanni Bononcini, was on the theme 'When Saul was King'; see Foster, Anthems and 
Antlwn Composers, 8g. 

90 See the essay by Clarissa Campbell Orr in this volume, and Blanning, Culture ef 
Power, 3441 . 

91 Linda Colley, 'The Apotheosis of George III: Loyalty, Royalty and the British 
Nation 1760-1820', Past and Present, 102 (1984), 94-129, at 99-100, 108-21; the quotation 
ibid. 108; Marilyn Morris, The British Monarclry and the French Revolution (New Haven, 1998), 
1~51. To a certain extent, the resurgence of royal ceremonial and loyalism in George 
Ill's reign was to alter the performance of royal funerals after 1800. This change, 
however, is beyond the scope of this essay. 

92 Hone's EdiJion, 7. 
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Consequently, the royal funerals in their simpler, purified form 
appealed to a court audience which had become suspicious of an 
overbearing, harsh, and combative baroque religiosity and 
preferred urbane, personalized concepts of Christianity. Private 
royal funerals allowed participants who were more familiar with 
the idea of a benign rather than a punitive or even revengeful 
God to pursue meaningful worship. At the same time the funeral 
rites offered new opportunities for the display of emotions. Their 
individualistic attitude towards death and mourning, combined 
with the dramatic light and sound effects of a funeral by torch-
light, fed into the all-pervasive cult of sensibility and thus further 
enhanced the effect of a spiritually infused atmosphere. 93 

The desired effect of an edifying ceremony could, of course, 
be disrupted by external factors, such as the overcrowding and 
disorder in Henry VII's Chapel, as described in Walpole's letter 
quoted above, or by organizational blunders.94 At one royal 
funeral, the procession broke into two parts since the Lord 
Chamberlain hurried the groups at the front along 'without 
decency or good Manners', while the rest of the cortege fell 
behind; at another funeral the yeomen of the guard almost 
dropped the coffin when an inadequately fixed handle came off; 
and at yet another burial pickpockets were operating in 
Westminster Abbey relieving the mourners of their possessions. 
The extent of such incidents, however, tends to be exaggerated. 
On the whole, many funerals seem to have been performed 'with 
Great Order & Decency'.95 In addition, it is doubtful whether 
these episodes had a lasting impact on the ceremony and could 
jeopardize the aura of a royal funeral. 

Significantly, there is evidence indicating that contemporaries 

93 The amalgamation of royal funerals and the cult of sensibility reached its climax in 
the early 19th century at the funeral of Princess Charlotte in 1817; see Stephen C. 
Behrendt, Royal Mourning and Regency Culture: Elegies and Memorials ,if Princess Charlotte 
(London, 1997). 

94 CA S.M.L. 65, pp. 178"""9, 238,240, 271-2; TNA PC 1/2/257: Clerk of the Council 
to Lord President, 18 Aug. 1714;John L. Bullion, 'Princess Augusta ofSaxe-Gotha', in 
Oiford Dictionary ,if National Bwgrapf!y, ii. 943-8. 

95 Examples can be found in CA S.M.L. 65, pp. 26, 96, 256; S.M.L. 66, p. 21; Francis 
Hare to Francis Naylor, London, 18 Dec. 1737, Historical Manuscripts Commission (ed), 
The Manuscripts ,if the &rl ,if Buckinghamshire, the &rt ,if lindsey, the &rl ,if Onslow, Lord Em!J,, 
Theodore]. Hare Esq., and Janus Round, Esq., M.P. (London, 18g5), 236-7. What calamities 
could really be in store for state funerals is demonstrated by the chaotic scenes at 
Ndson's lying-in-state,Jenks, 'Contesting the Hero', 434,453. 
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were well aware of, and indulged in, the religiously charged 
atmosphere on these occasions. Even George Il's much-maligned 
funeral then takes on a rather different appearance. One eyewit-
ness waiting inside Westminster Abbey for the cortège to arrive 
found himself already put into a state of mind of 'most serious 
meditation' by the 'glimmerings of the tapers' 

when the royal body entered the church, and the choir began the 
service, the solemn music seemed to shake the soul ... In this solemn 
manner the royal corpse was conveyed to Henry VIl's chapel, and 
while the Bishop was reading the burial service, every spectator was 
fixed in the most profound attention; but when he pronounced the 
awful words that committed the royal body to the ground, a deep 
groan passed through the whole assembly, and tears flowed in streams 
from every eye . . . But let us turn our thoughts from this melancholy 
scene, and contemplate our late sovereign in the happy regions of tran-
quillity, adorned with a crown eternal, and dressed in the robes of 
immortality.96 

Horace Walpole, of all people, confirms this impression. If one 
reads the passages from his letter omitted at the beginning of this 
essay he also bears witness to an impressive mise en scène. From his 
detailed description of the Prince's Chamber, the procession, 
and the interior of Westminster Abbey it becomes dear that the 
funeral was 'absolutely a noble sight ... [and] very solemn'.97 

Even the religious mood was not lost on him. Contrary to 
appearances, therefore, the private royal funerals, especially of 
the later eighteenth century, did not represent a decline in the 
fortunes of monarchical ritual, but succeeded at least partially in 
controlling their meaning and redefining their role. By reducing 
the extent of public exposure and pomp, and reinforcing their 
spiritual vigour, they combined social exclusivity with a funeral 
rite that could claim to be more congenial to contemporary reli-
gious sentiment. 

96 C.D., 'To the Author of the Royal Magazine', 231--2. 
97 Walpole to Montagu, London, 13 Nov. 1760, in Lewis (ed.), Walpole's Co"espondence. 

ix pt. 1, 320""""3, quotation at 321--2. 




