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The Will of Richard Roos and What it Tells Us About Medieval Society


The will of Richard Roos, made in 1406, is the subject of focus for this paper and how it could be used to learn about the medieval world in the 1400s hundreds is edifying. It is a well-known fact that many cultures, especially Christian European ones, were terrified of what would happen to them after death and as such, did as many things as they could that they believed could help them either shorten their time in Purgatory or bypass it entirely and go into Heaven. Hell, of course, terrified them the most and many religious members of the aristocracy went to extreme lengths during their lives to prevent their damnation. 


While they were alive, it was very common for members of the aristocracy to sponsor the construction of new churches and religious works such as art as a way of not only showing off their wealth but also to show their piety to God. Many churches were erected in honor of God, Mary and local saints who would have been famous in the area to curry favor with the Heavens. As aristocrats felt their deaths coming, they would bequeath their fortune to friends and family, as well as religious institutions. This is not a strange concept even now, as this is still done today. However, the order and what exactly was bequeathed to loved ones and institutions can tell us a lot about what medieval society was like. 


At the most basic, in the case of the will of Richard Roos, we can infer much about the society he lived in just by the simple order of what he bequeaths to others. While today, it would be normal to start with loved ones first before going on to friends and philanthropic endeavors such as trusts and donations. However, in the case of Richard Roos, he starts his will by first willing his body and soul to God, before going in depth about the amount of money he is bequeathing to his parish church of Euery, including the pastor, the priests and poor of the congregation. Generous to be sure, but at this point there has been no mention of family.

After this point, he then wills five pounds to his former master for a grievance in the past stating “if he won’t accept it, then I will it to my son Thomas”, the first mention of a family member. He then continues with willing gifts such as rings and cups to friends. These men mentioned are most likely men he wanted to maintain a good relationship in terms of political alliances for this family even after his death. He also mentions his brother, saying he is willing his sword and other objects to him. This is the second mention of a family member, and the first case of an unconditional bequeathing of an object, showing that he likely favored his brother over his own son.

He then switches gears back to philanthropy, stating that gifts and money were to be given to the clergy and poor of St. Mary’s of Beverly. St. Mary was not only an extremely popular saint, but during the time this will was written would have been around the same time of the Black Plague, meaning there was a lack of manpower and funds to continue its construction. While the case of his local parish would be expected, this is a truly ‘philanthropic’ cause in that he was aiding a church that he did not have much of a connection to. From his standpoint this would have been an exceptionally good deed that would be a massive boost to his reputation and thus, help him get into heaven.

It is not until the next page of the will that he begins to mention personal acquaintances and his family, first starting with friends who receive rings before finally reaching his wife and son. He wills fifty pounds to his wife and son, a sizeable sum of money, saying if his son passes away that his wife should be given the gift instead. He then continues with naming the executors of his will: his son, his wife and John Talbot who must have been a very good friend, given that he is one of the men he gave multiple gifts to at the beginning of the will. He does not mention funerary arrangements, which is somewhat odd, but it is likely that he would have had a family tomb or crypt that he would have been buried in. He also proceeds to give out some smaller gifts to other friends before ending the will, such as a marriage that is set to occur.

What we can gather from this will is that acts of charity were extremely common and expected during this time period, and the wealthy would have given much of their fortune to ensure their salvation after death. By no means leaving their families destitute, it is still very interesting to see the favor given to the church before their own kin and friends, emphasizing how important the church was to people in the medieval period. It is not difficult to see why the Church as an institution was able to become to wealthy when they benefited so much when people passed away from funerary arrangements alone. From this will alone, we can see just how important religious matters were to medieval people and how they consistently put them ahead of their very only families and loved ones. In a way, not much has changed from then until now, but the priorities of medieval people focused more on the life they hoped to have in the afterlife as opposed to the life they had while they were still living. 
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