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A Commentary on the Last Will and Testament of Isabel, Countess of Warwick, 1439

This paper discusses the importance of last will and testament of Isabel, Countess of Warwick, 1439, to the study of women, piety and nobility in fifteenth century England.  As a rule, women who made wills in the later fifteenth century were widows.[footnoteRef:2]  Producing a will also presumed adequate capital.[footnoteRef:3]   Isabel’s will is thus fairly typical of its kind.  [2:  J. Goldberg,  ‘Women in Later Medieval English Archives’, Journal of the Society of Archivists, 15(1) (1994), pp. 59-  
  71, (p. 68).]  [3:  ibid.] 

           The wills of widowed noblewomen usually depict the final stage in the breakup of the household unit. A son, having received his inheritance in his father’s will, would establish his own household.  At this stage, it was also likely that any daughters would have been provided with dowries and married. Thus, Isabel’s brief reference to a son does preclude the possibility she had other children.
        The medieval Church had jurisdiction over testament, meaning movable property. [footnoteRef:4]  The secular court had jurisdiction over wills, which covered lands and estates.[footnoteRef:5]  Although, the capacity of the Ecclesiastic Court to pronounce the proof of a will’s legitimacy (i.e. probate) was decisive.[footnoteRef:6]  This is how the Church came to monopolise the legal area concerned with wills. When the deceased didn’t stipulate how their property was to be distributed,  it was still procured by the  Church, since the bishop was entitled to distribute the property himself.[footnoteRef:7]   However, a person was expected to avoid taboo and forward some movable property to the Church, because property had become tied to the notion of spiritual salvation[footnoteRef:8] and was essentially a religious debt. Moreover, the laity breached Canon law by not contributing to the upkeep of the nave and  liturgy.[footnoteRef:9]   Isabel’s will reflects this legality. [4:  E.M. Haertle, ‘The History of the Probate Court’, Marquette Law Review, 45(4) (1962), pp. 546-554, <URL: 
   http.//scholarship.law.marquette.edu/mulrvol45/iss4/7>, [accessed 26/07/2019], p. 546.]  [5:  ibid, p. 546.]  [6:  ibid, p. 547.]  [7:  ibid, p. 547.]  [8:  ibid, pp. 546-547]  [9:  K.L. French, The Good Women of the Parish: Gender and Religion After the Black Death, (Philadelphia: 
   University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), p. 16] 

        From both a legal and spiritual perspective, the medieval Church and wills were indivisible. Although wills dealt with material property, they covered ‘matters affecting faith and morality’ (e.g. death) which were the prerogative of the Church.[footnoteRef:10]   As wills were originally recorded in Latin, the language of the Church, the Church was able to exercise control over their format and their special religious phrasing. [10:  Haertle, ‘The History of the Probate Court’, p. 548.] 

        Sheehan states that the ‘original and constant motive’ of the English medieval will was to provide ‘the means whereby the Christian might perform the charitable acts that were required of him’.[footnoteRef:11]  Although this sometimes involved giving relief to the poor, the chief recipient named by testators was the Church.  Wills were a measure, if only ostensibly, of one’s level of piety.  [11:  M.M. Sheehan,  The Will in Medieval England: From the Conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to the Thirteenth Century, (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1963), p. 303.] 

        Although testators’ alms allowed for the material maintenance of the Church, they would be recompensed by the Church, who took care of the body and offered suffrages, such as prayers and masses, that would shorten time in purgatory.[footnoteRef:12]  Their relationship was one of necessity.  According to Sheehan, it was typical practice for the testator’s body to be accompanied by a gift.[footnoteRef:13]   Isabel selects her ‘grete templys, with the Baleys’.[footnoteRef:14] This headdress, embroidered with rubies, was representative of the fifteenth century gentlewoman, who ‘gave full reign to fancy’ in her wearing of this accessory.[footnoteRef:15]  A gift of great contemporary value aimed to appease the brethren at Tewkesbury abbey, who Isabel anticipated would grumble about her burial there.  [12:  J. Le Goff, The Medieval Imagination, (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1992), p. 75.]  [13:  Sheehan, The Will in Medieval England: From the Conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to the Thirteenth Century,  p. 
    258.]  [14:  F.J. Furnivall, The Fifty Earliest English Wills in the Court of Probate, London, A.D. 1387-1439; with a Priest’s 
    of 1454, (London: The Early English Text Society, 1882), p. 116.]  [15:  H. Norris, Medieval Costume and Fashion, (New York: Dover Publications, 1999), p. 359.] 

        Isabel refers to an arrangement between herself and  the Bishop of Hereford, to whom she leaves ‘C markes, and more and hit nede be, to parforme such thyngs as I have prayed hym to do for me.’[footnoteRef:16]   Isabel, anticipating that the sum laid down might be insufficient, makes an allowance for it to be increased.  From this information, we can suspect Isabel felt nervous the bishop would not honour their agreement, and her soul would be imperilled through neglect of intercessory prayers.   It is necessary to put these fears into a fifteenth century context.  Although the prospect of purgatory was by this time entrenched in the medieval psyche, people were not altogether sure what it entailed.[footnoteRef:17]    The worst possible definition was that it was ‘a very real state of ordeal and suffering…which could last, almost, for an eternity.’[footnoteRef:18]  This compelled ladies like Isabel to make a will with a religious conscience, since it promised to lessen the length of purgatory. This was coupled with the fact that the highest Church authority had legitimised the idea that the soul must be absolved before death when, in 1215, The Lateran Council decided that annual confession was to become mandatory.[footnoteRef:19]  [16:  Furnivall, The Fifty Earliest English Wills in the Court of Probate, London, A.D. 1387-1439; with a Priest’s 
    of 1454, p. 119.]  [17:  S. Roffey, The Medieval Chantry Chapel: An Archaeology, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2007), p. 11.]  [18:  ibid.]  [19:  Le Goff, The Medieval Imagination, p. 182.] 

        Isabel’s will reveals the psychological conflict between the temporal ‘‘self’’, and the spiritual ‘‘self’’ envisaged in death. This is demonstrated in the way she gives her soul to God, but gives her body to a prosperous monastery, to be laid in an expensive tomb.  The pious, poor, puritanical representation on her tomb is how she wanted to be received by God: ‘And my Image to be made all naked, and no thyng on my head but myn here cast bakwardys…’.[footnoteRef:20]  It is therefore conspicuous that she selects a headdress to fund this creation.  [20:  Furnivall, p. 116.] 

           Perhaps nothing is more effective in showing Isabel’s reluctance to renounce her ‘‘nobility’’ in death, than the directive that an escutcheon be placed at her feet.  This was designed to establish a positive link between Isabel’s name and her charitable works.  It also supports  the argument that the medieval dead still had a ‘social presence’.[footnoteRef:21]   Gregory the Great suggested that a person’s sins could only be dealt with by the living.[footnoteRef:22]  Thus, it was necessary that Isabel was included in the prayers of the living.  Le Goff states that the nobility was also concerned with preserving its history, and implies the concept of purgatory facilitated this preservation, with its focus on remembrance of the dead.[footnoteRef:23]   Although the impalement of Isabel’s arms with those of her husband indicates she had also taken care of his memory and soul, it was perhaps also a statement on how her  ‘‘nobleness’’ had preceded her marriage. [21:  B. Gordon and P. Marshall, The Place of the Dead: Death and Remembrance in Late Medieval and Early 
    Modern Europe, (UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 2.]  [22:  Le Goff, The Medieval Imagination, p. 68.]  [23:  ibid, p. 77.] 

       Michaud states that ‘religious legacy and its effects were… perennial’.[footnoteRef:24]   Lewis says that gifts were visual cues which ensured donors would always be remembered,[footnoteRef:25]  such as the statue of the Lady of Caversham, which Isabel supplied with 20lbs of gold for its crown.[footnoteRef:26]   This gesture, although indicating the depths of Isabel’s faith, was no doubt a smart one, too. Her involvement in the creation of an object of devotion, at a popular pilgrimage, must have earned her many prayers. [24:  F. Michaud, ‘Wills and Testaments’; in J. Rollo-Koster, J., Ed., Death in Medieval Europe: Death Scripted and Death 
    Choreographed, (Oxon and New York: Routledge, 2017), p. 115.]  [25:   K.J. Lewis in N.J. Menuge, Ed., Medieval Women and the Law, (UK: The Boydell Press, 2003), p 73.]  [26:  The Church of Our Lady and St Anne, ‘History’. < https://www.ourladyandstanne.org.uk/the-shrine/history/> 
     [accessed 28/08/2019].] 

       Alexander and Binski suggest an important distinction between the peasant identity and the noble identity. The former shared an identity with other members of his class, but the latter had the resources to create a distinct identity even in death, for example through monumental tombs.[footnoteRef:27]  The will offered similar physical insurance that one’s identity would survive death.  [27:  J. Alexander and P. Binski, Age of Chivalry: Art in Plantagenet England: 1200-1400, (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 1987), p. 289.] 

       According to French, it was characteristic for women to isolate objects in their wills that revealed ‘their domestic skills, their marital status, and their gender’.[footnoteRef:28]  For example, Isabel’s will includes her wedding dress, her clothes of gold and silk, her russet velvet, her gown of green ‘Alyr’ cloth of gold with the wide sleeves,  her silver vessels, her pearls and precious stones.[footnoteRef:29]  Detailed references to the colours, shapes and materials of these objects supports French’s theory that feminine  identity was implicit in these objects.[footnoteRef:30]  Isabel’s will betrays the orderliness of a woman who has managed a household for years.  For example, she allocates the russet velvet precisely to Saint Winifred’s, perceiving they would have best use of it. [28:  K.L. French, The Good Women of the Parish: Gender and Religion After the Black Death, (Philadelphia: University 
    of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), pp. 47-48.]  [29:  Furnivall, pp. 117-118.]  [30:  ibid, p. 47.] 

       French suggests that domestic objects, being of great serviceability to the Church, do not signify women’s weaknesses  as much as their power to direct local religious practice.[footnoteRef:31]  French notes how testators often requested that their items be modified for use in the Church liturgy,[footnoteRef:32] in adherence with Canon Law.  Chalices were objects on which the Church depended for storing the Communion wine.[footnoteRef:33]  Probably due to their frequent use, and respect for their symbolic use, these required regular replacement.[footnoteRef:34]  Isabel’s directive that her ‘grete sharpe’[footnoteRef:35] be transformed into a chalice reveals how noblewomen satisfied the Church’s needs.  [31:  French, The Good Women of the Parish: Gender and Religion After the Black Death, p. 45.]  [32:  ibid, p. 44.]  [33:  Margaret E. Frazer, ‘Medieval Church Treasures’, The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, (Winter 
   1985/6), .p. 8.]  [34:  ibid, pp. 8-9.]  [35:  Furnivall, p. 117.] 

         Isabel’s will supports the argument that Marian devotion was dependent particularly on female benefactors,[footnoteRef:36] and that women were decidedly feminine in their religious interests. The alms in Isabela’s will go principally to religious foundations with chapels or shrines dedicated to the Virgin or other female saints: a chalice to the Lady Chapel of Tewkesbury; a crown of gold to Our Lady of Caversham; an Image of wax to the Lady of Worcester; a green gown, a ‘tabelet’, and a silver tabernacle to Our Lady of Walsingham; and a russet velvet to Saint Winifred.[footnoteRef:37]   The shrine at Walsingham was founded as a result of a vision of an 11th century lady named Richeldis de Faverches who, like Isabel,  was a widow, mother, and charitable member of the nobility.[footnoteRef:38]   In Richeldis, Isabel found a woman from a similar background whose example she could replicate.  Moreover, as French puts it, saints ‘required clothes and care’.[footnoteRef:39]  Isabel’s will suggests women made a marked contribution to the maintenance of female saints’ shrines and culture.  [36:  H. Leyser,  Medieval Women: A Social History of Women in England: 450-1500, (London: Phoenix, 1996), p. 222.]  [37:  Furnivall, pp. 117-118.]  [38:  The Anglican Shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham, ‘The Story so Far’ 
     <https://www.walsinghamanglican.org.uk/the-shrine/the-story-so-far/> [accessed 28/08/2019].]  [39:  French,  p. 45.] 

       Evidence of the ‘incarnational aesthetic’,  the notion that a visual representation may take on the life of its subject,[footnoteRef:40]  is detectable in Isabel’s will. The positioning of saints around Isabella’s tomb promised continual protection in death. The same may be said of pleurants, or weepers: ‘‘And all a-bowt my tumbe, to be made pore men a[n]d women In theire pore Arraye, with their bedys in theire hands.’[footnoteRef:41]  Frequin explains that the purpose of pleurants (weepers) or priants (figures in the act of prayer) was to provide a ‘catalyst for prayer and remembrance’.[footnoteRef:42]  Such figures imitated the scene of mourning at the deceased’s funeral.[footnoteRef:43]  Here they are priants with rosary beads, thus operating as cues for prayer.[footnoteRef:44]  [40:  G.M. Gibson, The Theatre of Devotion: East Anglian Drama and Society in the Late Middle Ages, (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1989).]  [41:  Furnivall, p. 117.]  [42:  S. Frequin, ‘Pleurant or Priant: An Iconographical Motive in Medieval Sepulchral Art’; in M. Penman, (Ed.), 
    Monuments and Monumentality across Medieval and Early Modern Europe: Proceedings of the 2011 Stirling 
    Conference, (UK: Shaun Tyas, 2013), pp. 55-67 (pp. 64-65).]  [43:  ibid, p. 64.]  [44:  ibid, p. 65.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]         Isabel’s will has revealed her attempt to assume an identity of poverty through visual images.[footnoteRef:45]  That Saint Anthony, one of the Desert Fathers, is to figure on her tomb reiterates the theme of asceticism.  However, although Isabel pledges what may be ‘profitable for pore folkes’,[footnoteRef:46] this is accorded far less space than provision for the Church.  The inference is that this pledge to the poor was simply a token gesture.  Since it was believed that prayers for departed souls had to be performed by the clergy if they were to guarantee results,[footnoteRef:47] the Church best served her interests.  [45:  For example, the sexless depiction of her effigy, and the use of pleurants.]  [46:  Furnivall, p. 118.]  [47:  Le Goff, p. 75.] 

         The medieval will provides an inaccurate gauge of medieval life, since they were documents used to coordinate a singular event in one’s life. They catered to what Goldberg says were the ‘needs of death’,[footnoteRef:48]  and piety would understandably be more pronounced on such occasions.  [48:  Goldberg, ‘Women in Later Medieval English Archives’, p. 67.] 

         This is not to suggest that medieval wills fail to handle anything beyond the spiritual remit. Isabel makes provision for the payment of any outstanding material debts, and organises transfer of her lands, which suggests medieval widows were sometimes important landowners. Isabel also pledges to meet all costs for Jane Newmarch’s entry into St. Katherine’s.  This may refer to Polsloe Priory (St Katherine’s Priory), a Benedictine nunnery, founded 1159 in Devon; or possibly the Royal Foundation of St Katherine, a religious foundation and hospital in London, which was set up by  King Stephen’s wife, Matilda.[footnoteRef:49]  The latter would suggest Isabel was continuing the pious work of yet another fellow lady, but either institution indicates a practical interest in women’s concerns and a feminine predilection for caring.  [49:  D. Cornforth, Exeter Memories, ‘Polsloe Priory or St Katherine’s Priory (Nunnery)’, (14/09/2016), 
    http://www.exetermemories.co.uk/em/_buildings/polsloepriory.php [accessed 28/08/2019]; and The Royal 
    Foundation of St Katherine, ‘Queen Matilda’s Foundation’, (2019), https://rfsk.org.uk/history/ [accessed 
    28/08/2019].] 

         Regarding the dowry she provides for Elizabeth Keston’s marriage, Isabel is inflexible, specifying that if Norman protests, ‘the mater (is) so to be laboryd/and sewyd/that he be constrained ther to do hit.’[footnoteRef:50]  Elizabeth, we are told, nursed Isabel through her sickness. Medieval women appear to have accepted responsibility for their medieval sisters’ social security, fulfilling the role of mother and nurturer.  This supports Goldberg’s idea that women were more likely to be charitable, since this was a natural ‘extension of household responsibilities.’[footnoteRef:51] [50:  Furnivall, p. 118.]  [51:  Goldberg, ‘Women in Later Medieval English Archives’, p. 67.] 

          The will concludes with a reminder that the executors will ‘Answere a-fore god at the day of dome’,[footnoteRef:52]  reinforcing the premise on which the production of medieval wills was based. It is also an example of the religious rhetoric employed in medieval wills.  The fear of purgatory that medieval society shared was used to obligate the executors to observe the instructions in the will.  That the executors listed are all men[footnoteRef:53], suggests men were usually entrusted  with financial matters.  Finally, the will is affixed with Isabel’s seal, a social tool that bestowed great power, and gave official ratification to documents.  Although this gives some assurance the will is ‘‘her’’ word, it must be remembered that medieval wills were influenced by a whole host of social forces, such as class, gender and, not least, the Church.  [52:  Furnivall,  p. 119.]  [53:  Sir William Mountfort, John Nanson, John Norreys, and William Menston; ibid, p. 119.] 
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