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A short commentary on Cecily Neville, Duchess of York’s will. Cecily initially drew this fabulously detailed will up on 1st April 1495 (Laynesmith 2017:175), Cecily died later that year at the the age of 80 on the 31st of May. 

Cecily, Duchess of York begins her will by highlighting her faith to God and the church showing just how important it had become to her. She then goes on to emphasise the point that she is the wife of the right noble Prince Richard late Duke of York who is also the father to her son King Edward IV. The mention of Richard being father to Edward may in part be due to the rumours that had circulated that Edward IV was in fact a bastard, this therefore could be refuting the rumours and having her last words on the matter. She refers to this not once but twice, this may show that the rumours were something that affected her throughout her life. In the 15th century it was not uncommon of allegations for bastardy against the English Royal Family due to the dynastic instability which occurred, especially between the 1450s and the 1480s (Ormond 2016:187, Laynesmith 2006:42).
 Laynesmith, says that Cecily often defined herself by the most important men in her life (Laynesmith 2017:169). Although there is no mention of another of her sons King Richard III in the will, this could be because of her willingness to show allegiance to Henry VII and not wanting to risk upsetting the King or maybe it could be down to the fact that that Richard himself had cast doubt upon Edwards parentage. 
Once Cecily has made clear her faith unto the Lord and her Royal connections the first thing she bequests is her soul to the merciless hands of the almighty god her maker. Secondly, she asks that her body be laid in Fodringhay (Fotheringhay, Northamptonshire) next to her ‘best’ beloved lord and husband and again ‘father’ to her son Edward IV. The request that she is to be buried in Fodringhay, which was also her family home (Laynesmith 2006:39) and where several of her children were born (Laynesmith 2006:43), is to her executors and the King himself, if he sees fit. Maybe to make the King look favourably on this she leaves him all such money that is owed to her from customs and two gold cups. 
What is unusual about this will that makes it stand out from most other wills of the time is the fact that she only mentions prayers once in it (Laynesmith 2017:176). Often wills of this time asked for prayers to be said to minimise the time in purgatory. It is said that she often prayed, in the latter stages of her life it is remarked on her exemplary piety (Platt 1996:59, Laynesmith 2006:38).  Not asking for prayers may indicate that she thought her good deeds in life could help her on her journey through purgatory, or maybe she thought people would pray for her anyway, especially if she left something for them in her will. The will after all amounts to eight pages in total and there are many recipients mentioned. Purgatory may well have been on her mind, when she was buried she was laid to rest with a papal indulgence tied around her neck to help her on her journey to heaven (Laynesmith 2006:44).
Indeed, it seemed important to Cecily to be buried by her husband in Fodringhay and if this were to happen she bequeaths to Fodringhay a large quantity of ‘clothe of gold’, far more than she leaves to anyone else. Maybe she wanted to be seen to have been loyal to her husband in life as well as death. Her wish was granted and she was buried there next to her husband. Cecily does not state how she wanted to be buried, just where she would be buried which is often the case in late medieval wills (Binski 1996:34). She also does not state no pomp and ceremony, which was not uncommon in wills of the time, so this may suggest that she thought she would receive a funeral worthy of her status anyway or preparations had already been made.
It seems that it was important to Cecily that any of her outstanding debts be settled. This probably was so heirs would not be saddled with them and obliged to pay off her grievances as could be the case (Platt 1996:106). If there were insufficient funds to satisfy this that her ‘parcelles of plate’ from her estate unless specifically bequeathed be used to satisfy her debts. Cecily was said to be a spendthrift (T.B Pugh in Laynesmith 2006:39) who was gradually draining her husband’s wealth with historical accounts showing the amount that she would lavish on clothing (£608 spent in London alone) with one such dress containing 325 pearls and 8.5 ounces of gold. The remainder of the will certainly supports this with many of the bequeaths being of ‘clothe of gold’.
Cecily also bequeaths many expensive jewels and tapestries to various members of her family. There were some members omitted and this has been suggested because it may have been unwise considering their grievances with Henry the VII (Higginbotham 2010). Cecily shared an interest in religious works with her daughter (granddaughter) Anne (English Monarchs), and left a number of religious texts dedicated to the lives of saints to her granddaughters, maybe hoping they would continue her piety. 
There are also indications that she wanted to keep on the good side of Henry VII in death, for one by leaving his mother, Lady Jane Beaufort, a ‘Portuos with claspes of gold’ and later in the will also leaves monies for Richard Lessy to settle his debt to the king. Richard Lessy was an executor of the will and present when it was signed, it could be though that this bequeath may have been added at his request! Reasons for keeping on his good side could be, that as she writes in her will, it is at the King’s discretion where she may be laid to rest, or may be that her surviving offspring were at the king’s mercy. It would be foolish not to keep on his good side.
 Cecily manages to have her final say, she makes clear that she is of ‘hole mynde and body’ so she has all her faculties. The sheer size of it and the number of recipients show the reader how wealthy she was. She manages to emphasise her royalty and her royal connections. She has her final word on Edward and appears to have her house in order. She is showing the reader how good her life was, as well as her death.
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