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Commentary: Comment on the significant features of an extract from a documentary source (e.g. from medieval will, manorial court roll etc).

In the name of God Amen. This is the testament and last will of Lady Isabella, countess of Warwick, made in London on 1 December 1439. First I bequeath my soul to Almighty God and my body to be buried in the abbey of Tewkesbury in the place that I have assigned. My great ‘templys’ [jewels worn on the forehead] with the pale rubies are to be sold for the highest price, and the money delivered to the abbot and house of Tewkesbury so that they do not grumble about my burial or about anything else that I will have done about my body. My image is to be made completely naked, with nothing on my head, and the hair cast back, and is to be of the same size and design that Thomas Porchalyn has made. At my head is to be Mary Magdalene laying my hands across my breast. On the right hand side is to be St John the Evangelist and on the left St Anthony and at my feet a scutcheon of my arms impaled with my lord’s and supported by two griffins. And all around my tomb poor men and women are to be depicted in their poor array with their beads in their hands . . .

Lady Isabella, Countess of Warwick was the daughter of Thomas, 1st Earl of Gloucester, who was beheaded for his plot against the English King, Henry IV.[footnoteRef:1] She married twice, firstly to Richard de Beauchamp, 1st Earl of Worcester, with whom she had a daughter, and secondly to another Richard de Beauchamp, 13th Earl of Warwick, and her first husband’s cousin, with whom she bore two children, a son and a daughter.[footnoteRef:2] With these titles, Lady Isabella was seemingly a noble member of English society, and therefore led an elite lifestyle that should be taken into consideration while analysing this documentary source. [1:  J. Ward, Women in Medieval Europe: 1200 – 1500 (New York: Routledge, 2014), p.145.]  [2:  ibid. ] 

Aforementioned documentary source is an extract of the final will of Lady Isabella and details the consequential details of her death. In the Medieval period, women were only allowed to make wills such as this one under two circumstances; if she were widowed, or if she were given expressed permission from her husband.[footnoteRef:3] In the case of Lady Isabella, her second husband died in the April of 1439 in Rouen Normandy, two years after writing his own will at Caversham Castle in Oxford in 1437,[footnoteRef:4] as we know Isabella wrote her testament and last will on the 1st December 1439, as read in the passage, we are able to deduce that this was written while Isabella was widowed. Another date to note is Isabella’s death on the 27th December 1439,[footnoteRef:5] merely 26 days after completing her will. Though we have little knowledge regarding the circumstances of her death, it is plausible that she wrote the testament while ill and preparing for her imminent demise. This perhaps leads to a greater discussion regarding the social implications of allowing only widows and certain women to make wills, as it leads to last minute, perhaps highly influenced wills written in a time of uncertainty, fear and vulnerability for the person writing.  [3:  S. Walker, Wife and Widow in Medieval Europe (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1993), p.167.]  [4:  M. Hicks, ‘The Beauchamp Trust 1439 – 87’, Historical Research (1981), pp.135-140.]  [5:  Walker, Wife and Widow in Medieval Europe, p.167.] 

Through this passage it is also visible the alliances to certain religious houses Isabella holds. She requests to be buried at Tewkesbury Abbey, and is willing to secure that burial position through monetary gifts if required. Like expected in a will, Isabella includes the outcome she would like for her prized possessions, in this passage specifically she details the selling of her jewels to the highest bidder, in order to offer the money to the house of Tewkesbury. Both the financial and physical devotion she makes to the house of Tewkesbury solidifies her connection to this house. Similarly, is it easily deciphered which saints Isabella held particular devotion to, while describing the way in which she wanted to remain visible to people, she discusses Mary Magdalene laying her hands across her breasts as well as St John the Evangelist and St Anthony being at her right and left sides respectfully. The inclusion of these Saints can provide insight to the spiritual devotion of Isabella, and her dedication to certain saints and religious figures. 
The framing of the passage also attributes to the depiction of Lady Isabella, as we once more see her as a religiously motivated figure. She articulates the nature of which she writes this will, “in the name of God Amen”, in order to tie what she is saying, she also wills her soul to God, thus specifying the importance of her Christianity and her safeguarding into a Christian afterlife. This could perhaps also hint at the way in which she lived her life. Through this we know she is a devout Christian and therefore an assumption can be made that she lived her life as such, although of this we cannot be certain and great deal further research would have to be conducted to confirm this. 
Lady Isabella also mentions the inclusion of Griffins, a peculiar motif for the 15th Century. The Griffin is a legendary creature, usually associated with the Ancient Period, with the body, back legs and tail of a lion, the head and wings of an eagle.[footnoteRef:6] Many believe the association of these two creatures is due to their status, the lion being the King of the land-dwelling beasts and the eagle being the King of the birds.[footnoteRef:7] In classical antiquity, the Griffin was known for guarding priceless treasures, however by the Middle Ages this depiction shifted slightly to view the Griffin as simply a majestic and powerful creature becoming the Christian symbol of divine power during the Medieval period.[footnoteRef:8] This could perhaps insinuate the status Lady Isabella thought of herself during this period as a wealthy and powerful women of nobility, or instead links further to her religious devotion. While regarding the two Griffins, she notes that they are to be supporting her arms, which are “impaled by [her] lord’s”. With the Griffin being a symbol of land and aerial creatures combined, it was later seen as a symbol of Jesus, due to their overlapping associations of the human and divine and was often sculpted on churches as a symbol of him.[footnoteRef:9] Thus linking the divine power of the Griffins to her religious beliefs.  [6:  C. Von-Volborth, Heraldry: Customs, Rules and Styles (Poole: New Orchard Editions, 1981),  pp.44-45.]  [7:  ibid.]  [8:  ibid.]  [9:  S. Friar, A New Dictionary of Heraldry (London: Alphabooks, 1987), p.173.] 

Another symbol of the Griffin however, is of the church’s opposition to remarriage. In the medieval version of the legends of Griffins, the creatures mated for life, and would continue the remainder of its life alone should their partner die, never to search for a new mate.[footnoteRef:10] This, considering Lady Isabella’s marriage history of remarrying after being widowed, seems like a peculiar choice of symbol for her. Therefore, the validation of this symbol being able to provide any further insight into the mind and life of Lady Isabella is no longer viable.  [10:  ibid.] 

While discussing her “image”, Lady Isabella explains her desire to be “made completely naked”. This links to her role as a female in this time period, as a male would not be depicted as such. The noble males of 15th Century England would be adorned in their coat of arms, armour and any other significant adornment relevant to their roles, status and family name.[footnoteRef:11] However, Lady Isabella does not specify any desire for these things, instead reverting back to a more primeval look for her final state. Instead of being adorned with material statements of status, she instead is emulating depictions of women before her and portraying herself nude. This perhaps comes from popular motif the 15th century that original sin was bought into the world through Eve, and her portrayal in art at this time was almost always completely nude, without any sort of modesty covering as she often is shown with.[footnoteRef:12] This depiction is seemingly to portray Eve as the seductress, as the Virgin Mary in art at this time was always shown fully clothed, to the extent of covering her head as well.[footnoteRef:13] Once more this could be used to analyse Isabella and her role in 15th Century England, as perhaps a figure of ego, or of devotion to accurate depiction of the religious figures she holds loyalty to.  [11:  R. Dunning, A Noble Way to Go: Deaths of English, Scot and Irish Peers 1100 - 1900 (Stroud: Fronthill Media, 2020), p.54.]  [12:  C. Grossinger, et al., Picturing Women in Late Medieval and Renaissance Art (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), p.5.]  [13:  ibid.] 

A final interesting desire of Isabella’s will is her desire to have “poor men and women” depicted around her tomb, she specifies that she wants them to look noticeably poor and hold their “beads in their hands”. These beads are presumably prayer beads and therefore the depiction is of people less economically fortunate than Lady Isabella, praying at her tomb. Once again an argument can be made that Isabella is egotistical and thinks herself above others, as she wants to be depicted with peasants at her feet, as if to emulate her status above them. However, this could also be a desire to show herself as a woman of the people, perhaps a prominent figure in her lands and therefore as a show of her devotion. 
To conclude, there are many factors of this passage of Lady Isabella’s will which can hold significance or meaning to her, we are able to deduce many important factors of her life through her last will such as her devotion to particular Saints and religious houses, her material and economic wealth and her literal desires of her afterlife. However, for many of these factors there are many readings which can lead to multiple interpretations of Lady Isabella. There is seemingly a lot of religious devotion and goodwill in her testimony, however some of this may be misconstrued for ego and a desire to show herself above others. This could be an incredibly useful text to help further analyse Lady Isabella as a historical figure, though more likely with an already established understanding of her motives and life, this could provide evidence for such characteristics. However, without an extensive knowledge of the character of Lady Isabella, there is little concrete evidence for her personality in this passage alone, other than mere facts such as her religion, and prioritised religious house. 
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