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Commentary on the Will of Lady Isabella, countess of Warwick.

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 . . . 
Wills fell mostly under the jurisdiction of ecclesiastical courts until 1858 resulting in there being several hundreds of courts in England and Wales. The survival of early wills is patchy, with certain places having more surviving records than others. Also, later wills are more likely to survive as transcripts in a register than as original copies. Wills can be an invaluable documentary source for historians. They often contain information about the identity of the testator, their family relationships, and the possessions they owned and wished to distribute. A heavy religious emphasis in wills is obvious as the Christian faith became widely followed in England.  The wills from the later middle ages reveal useful information regarding the testator’s religious faith, devotion to particular religious groups, and devotion to particular saints. Wills often focussed on the needs of death and included instructions to assure the repose of the testators’ body and the salvation of their soul. 
The will transcribed above is that of Lady Isabella, countess of Warwick. Unlike in many other examples of wills, there is no mention of family and no disposition of goods are mentioned, except the item of jewellery, the‘templys’, that she requests the sale of to provide money for the abbot of Tewkesbury abbey to ensure that her funeral requests were undertaken: ‘my great ‘templys’ [jewels worn on the forehead] with pale rubies are to be sold for the highest price, and the money to be delivered to the abbot and house of Tewkesbury so that they do not grumble about my burial or about anything that I will have done about my body.’ This act may also suggest devotion to the Benedictine Order as Tewkesbury abbey was built to house Benedictine monks. The information that can be gleamed about Lady Isabella’s identity, from her will, is that she is a member of the nobility, and that she made her will in London on the 1 December 1436. This information can provide historians with a good starting point in which to develop their research. It is possible that there could have been additional information, such as the disposition of goods, recorded in a separate register. However, this would be dependent on whether Isabella had any goods for disposition. In England, only widows and those who had the consent of their husbands could make wills. Therefore, if she was married at the time she wrote her will, she may not have had any goods that were solely hers except for the jewellery. Moreover, if she was widowed, she may have been in possession of an inheritance from her late husband. In this case, it is a possibility that other documents may exist, especially if she inherited land. It is also possible, considering her status, that there are other surviving sources that can provide more information regarding Isabella’s identity and family loyalties.
The people of the Middle Ages contemplated death and hoped that they would die a ‘good’ death. Ars Moriendi ( or The Art of Dying) was a 15th Century work, popularised by William Caxton, that was produced to provide comfort and instruction to the dying and their families. Fundamentally, it emphasises the dangers of an unprepared death, a popular concern during this period, and provides instructions on how the dying could prepare. Central to the preparations for death was the need to avoid the five temptations. The family played a pivotal role in guiding the dying person through the five inspirations to help them avoid these temptations. Also, seeking assistance from saints, such as Mary Magdalene was encouraged. They ‘could be summoned through prayer to assist both soul and body like holy midwives. The pangs of death could then be experienced as labour throes giving rise to a second birth, which would lead from corruptible to incorruptible life.’
Most Christians believed that their journey to heaven would be delayed by spending a significant period of time in purgatory. However, they believed that it was possible to reduce this time by doing things such as paying indulgences, and funding the funerary masses in which the office of the dead was used to, hopefully, ensure that the departure of one’s dearly departed out of purgatory and into heaven.

 Isabella’s will reflects the common  medieval concern that preparation was considered vital for the benefit of one’s soul, she writes ‘I bequeath my soul to Almighty God.’ This concern for the soul was a common inclusion within medieval wills. Furthermore, she writes, ‘My body to be buried in the abbey of Tewkesbury in the place that I have assigned.’ This expresses that she also had concern for her body. This request also confirms her social status because only the elite in society could be buried within a church. DuBruck states, ‘The church as a burial place, accessible only to the upper classes, reflected the social characteristics of a community, the hierarchic order, and the specific concepts of and hopes for salvation.’
 Isabella included very specific instructions in her will about her burial. She begins, ‘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.’ It was common in the middle ages for the dead to be sewn into a shroud, but this was not always the case as can be seen in Isabella’s will. Friesen writes, ‘During the Middle Ages, the phenomenon of being covered only in one’s hair was understood to signify a state of utter vulnerability and radical penance, a sign of having abandoned all earthly trappings and worldly comforts.’
Perhaps, Isabella was concerned that her privileged life would be judged badly by God. Therefore, she may have considered that being buried naked would prove to God that she was willing to leave all that she had, and the person she was, behind her and in doing so repent for her sins. Isabella also requested that, ‘And all around my tomb poor men and women are to be depicted in their poor array with their beads in their hands.’ The prayers of the poor were of incredible value to the deceased, so it was considered greatly important for the poor to be present at funerals. Therefore, the inclusion of images of the poor with prayer beads on Isabella’s tomb is a visual representation of this and highlights her concern for her soul. 
Medieval Christians often chose particular saints as guardians. The saints were important to medieval Christians on their pilgrimage of life. Their lives contained numerous examples of heroic virtue and resistance to temptation.  The Lives of Saints were a source of inspiration, encouragement, and education. Isabella’s request to be buried with images of  three specific saints, Mary Magdalene, St John the Evangelist and St Anthony, suggests that she had a particular devotion to them. Mary Magdalene is probably the most well-known repentant sinner. Jacobus de Voragine writes of Mary, 
In her conversion she was armed and rendered unconquerable by the armor of penance; she armed herself the best possible way- with all the weapons of penance- because for every pleasure she had enjoyed she found a way of immolating herself.
 
Perhaps, Isabella was inspired by Mary Magdalene, and her story gave her hope for her own salvation. Saints were the link between the living and God and were able to move freely between earth and heaven. They were powerful and approachable, and were sources of protection, solace, and inspiration to the living. Therefore, it is reasonable that people, such as Isabella, would request the assistance of the saints to help them face what lay ahead after death. 
The will of Isabella reflects the common focus of medieval wills which was to take care of the needs of death. It is clear from Isabella’s very precise instructions that she was concerned for her soul, as was common during this period, and was determined that all possible precautions were taken to protect her soul. It is unclear if Isabella’s will is a true reflection of her religious devotion. It is possible that knowing she was near to death, the plans for her funeral were an attempt to lessen the possible time in purgatory. 
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