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In  1996, in the attempt to elucidate the  identity of the human remains at Norwich

Castle Museum currently labelled Carmelite Friary Inhumation II (CFII), which

may be the skeleton of Lady Eleanor  Talbot,‘ two reported congenital anomalies of
the  Talbot  family were brought to my attention.  These  were  ‘the Talbot Fingers’,
and the congenital absence of some teeth.2

The anomaly known  as ‘the  Talbot  Fingers’ is more properly called
Symphalangism. It is  also  known as  ‘Stiff Fingers’.  It is  .the  condition of
‘hereditary absence of one or more proximal interphalangeal joints',3 that  is to say

that  the knuckle joints at the ends of the fingers, which in a normal hand allow the

fingers to bend, are fused, in  cases  of symphalangism, so  that  normal movement is

not possible, hence the term ‘stiff  fingers’. This  condition  exists  in some members
of the  Talbot  family at the present day, and is traceable in  that family back  to at

least the eighteenth century. The further claim had been advanced  that  the
condition had also been present in the skeleton of the first Earl of Shrewsbury (died
1453), who was Lady Eleanor’s father. If this claim were well founded, the
question would have arisen whether Lady Eleanor might not  also have  suffered

from this congenital condition, in which case one might  have  hoped to  find
evidence of it in the Norwich skeleton, CFII.

In the  event, symphalangism proved not to be helpful in identifying CFII.
When the Norwich skeleton was ejected from its  tomb, probably in the mid

seventeenth century, it seems likely that  its  coffin  was overturned.  A  report of the
discovery of CFII, in 1958, speaks  of a coffin being found crushed on top of the

bones.‘ Probably as  a result  of this treatment the skeleton, while substantially
intact, is lacking some small bones, including most of the bones of the fingers and

340



toes, where the evidence of symphalangism, if it  existed, would have been found.

More importantly, however, the contention  that  symphalangism  existed  in the

Talbot family as long ago as the  fifteenth  century has been questioned. The

transmission of  such  a congenital abnormality through fourteen generations of the

family would be  unusual.  There is, in  fact, nothing in the medical report which was

drawn up in the last century when the remains of the  first  Earl of Shrewsbury were

examined, which would substantiate the  claim that  his  bones  showed any evidence

of this anomaly,’ and the  most  recent re-examination of the  case  concluded  that

‘adequate  proof  .  .  .  is lacking’.‘
Of greater interest is the phenomenon of congenitally missing teeth, because

the  existence  of  this  anomaly can certainly be substantiated in at least one close
relative of Lady Eleanor. Lady Anne Mowbray, Duchess of York and Norfolk,
who died in 1481, a  little short of her  ninth  birthday, was Lady Eleanor’s niece, the
daughter of her younger sister, Elizabeth Talbot, Duchess of Norfolk. Her body
was examined in  1965, and  a  report on her  teeth  was published in the  British

Dental  Journal.’ This  report  established, among other things, that  Anne exhibited

congenital  absence of upper and lower permanent second molars on the
left. There is no sign of these  tooth  germs or of any relevant disturbance
of  bone  structure, so  that  it is clear  that  the  teeth  could never  have  been

present. There is no indication of third molars and it is rather  probable
that  these  also  would have been  lacking.”

Rushton was of the opinion  that  the congenital absence of these particular  teeth
was  a  very unusual anomaly. He also  stated  that  ‘congenital  absence of  teeth  is

usually an hereditary trait. [although] not necessarily having the same expression in
different  members of a family’.9 One would therefore  expect that  Lady Anne  must
have  shared the trait of congenitally absent  teeth  with  some,  although not

necessarily all of her relatives in one of her  family lines. On the basis of her case
alone, however, it would be impossible to guess whether the congenital
abnormality was inherited from her  father’s  Mowbray ancestors, from her  mother's

Talbot  ancestors, or  from  one of her  many other  lines of descent. If similar dental
anomalies were present in the  case  of CFII, it would suggest  that  CFII could be one
of  Anne’s  close relatives, and therefore probably Lady Eleanor, and it would lend

support to the proposition  that  Anne inherited the  trait  from her  Talbot  ancestors.

In fact CFII does  show some  dental peculiarities, including the absence of the left
upper second premolar.  A  recent dental X-ray examination has established  that  this

tooth  was  almost  certainly missing congenitally. Although the congenital absence
of  this  particular  tooth  is much less rare than the  pattern  of congenital absence of
the  left  molars which Anne Mowbray exhibits, under the circumstances  (place  of

discovery, age at  death,  evidence of social status and lack of children) this new
dental evidence does  tend  to reinforce the View  that  the Norwich remains may well
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be  those  of Lady Eleanor  Talbot,  Lady Butler,  Anne  Mowbray’s  aunt.
It would help to establish for certain from which line of her ances Anne

inherited her congenitally missing teeth if the remains of her parents could be
examined. Unfortunately neither of these  bodies  has  come  to light. Although the
remains of Elizabeth  Talbot, Duchess  of Norfolk, must  have  been lying quite  close
to those of her daughter at the site of the  Convent  of the Poor Clares  (‘the

Minories’) at Aldgate, they were apparently not  noticed, or at any rate, not

identified, when  Anne’s  body was  found  in 1965. As for the body of John
Mowbray, fourth Duke  of Norfolk, that must  be presumed to lie still where it was

buried, between two of the now ruined piers on the  south  side of the choir of
Thetford  Priory. Although the superstructure of his  tomb  has vanished, its  base  can

be distinguished, but the contents of this tomb have not been investigated.
In the absence of information regarding the dentition of either of her  parents,

Rushton, with some reservations, and other writers, with the  appearance  of greater
enthusiasm and certainty, assumed  that  Anne Mowbray did not inherit her
congenitally absent  molars from the Talbots. Comparisons have  been made
between her dentition and  those  of two persons of uncertain  gender  whose remains

'  were found at the Tower of London in  1674.  Since the identity of these remains is
not  known, they will be referred to here as Tower of London 1 and  2  respectively
(hereinafter TLl and  TL2, TLl being the remains of the older of the two

individuals).  Like Anne  Mowbray, TLI showed congenital absence of  teeth.  In this
case the missing teeth  were the  upper  second  premolars  on both sides  (the left  one

of which is also absent in CFII) and the lower wisdom  teeth  on  both  sides. By
comparison with the very unusual  dental anomalies of Lady Anne  Mowbray, the

absence of  these particular  teeth is considered  a  not uncommon phenomenon. In
addition it has  been  suggested  that  TL2 also showed the congenital absence of  a

tooth, but in the opinion of Rushton  ‘this  cannot be considered proved beyond
doubt since the  tooth  could  have  been lost early’.'° In the  case  of TL2 the  tooth  in

question was the lower right deciduous  last  molar, the absence of which is
considered to be  quite  a common  phenomenon. On the basis of the congenitally
missing teeth  of  TM  and the possibly congenitally missing tooth  of  TL2, it has
been claimed  that  TLl and TL2 must be related to each other and to  Anne
Mowbray, and hence  that  TLl is Edward  V  and TL2 is Richard, Duke of Yor .”

Anne Mowbray was related to her husband, Richard  Duke  of York, and to his

brother, in a  number  of lines of descent.  They shared  common  ancestors in Edward

I  and Edward  III, but  these  were relatively remote relationships.  Their  really close
relationship, the one to which Pope  Sixtus  IV  referred  when, at the request of
Edward IV, he granted  a  dispensation for Anne to marry Richard,'2 was their

common Neville descent:  Anne’s  great grandmother, Catherine Neville, dowager
Duchess  of Norfolk, and  Richard’s  grandmother, Cecily Neville, Duchess of York,
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were sisters. If those who have Claimed that Anne Mowbray’s congenitally missing

teeth prove that she was related to TLl and 2, (and that therefore these were

Edward  V  and Richard, Duke of York), are correct, Anne’s dental anomaly must

almost certainly have descended to her via her Neville ancestry.

Yet, curiously, there is some further evidence that the absence of teeth was, in

fact, a Talbot trait. It is recorded that when Anne’s grandfather, John Talbot, first

Earl of Shrewsbury, was killed at the battle of Castillon, it was by his missing left

molar that his disfigured body, was identified. According to the contemporary

account of Mathieu d’Escouchy, the earl’s herald was asked to identify his

master’s body. He at once felt inside the mouth, and when he found a place on the

left side where there was a molar missing, the herald declared that the body was

certainly that of Lord Shrewsbury." Whether this molar was missing congenitally,

or had simply been lost through age or accident, we cannot tell. The surviving

account tends to suggést that latter interpretation. but this may have  been  merely an

assumption on the part of the chronicler, who may never  have  heard of

congenitally absent teeth. Nevertheless. it is certainly a  very interesting

coincidence that the tooth in question was a left molar. Unfortunately when Lord

'  fl

»

,,4  u   
The skull of John Talbot, first Earl of Shrewsbury. from  a  photograph  taken  in 1874 by

JR. Crossc. The original photograph is now displayed at St Alkmund’s Church.

Whitchurch. Shropshire, where the earl is buried. His  deulh wound  can be clearly seen, but

only a  few teeth  remain  in place in [he lowerjuw.
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Shrewsbury’s  remains were examined in  1874, the point was not addressed. A
photograph  taken at the time shows few teeth remaining, but this may ‘be
misleading, for the  earl’s  remains had been several  times  disturbed since their first
burial in France.

It is  a  pity that  the point  cannot  be more clearly elucidated, for if Anne

Mowbray inherited her missing teeth  from her grandfather, the first Earl of
Shrewsbury, those same  missing teeth could not  Well  he used to prove  that  TLl
and TL2 were Edward V and his brother, since  the relationship of  these  latter to the
Earl of Shrewsbury was extremely remote. Their latest common ancestor was, in

fact, King Edward I, from  whom  the earl was descended on  both  his father's and
his  mother’s  sides, in the  fifth  and  sixth  generation respectively.
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