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Bequests in wills as a measure of economic change in England 1540-1790
This paper presents the preliminary findings of the Leverhulme Trust-funded project, ‘The Material Culture of Wills: England 1540-1790’. I would like to thank Harry Smith, Emily Vine and Laura Sangha for their assistance in compiling this data. These results are preliminary. Please do not quote without permission.
Wills have been much used by historians, for instance to track religious change, patterns of inheritance and family demography. Social and cultural historians have used close-readings to uncover biographies of peoples and objects. The ability to transcribe and analyse large quantities of wills using AI and language modelling opens up new possibilities. In this paper, I argue that wills can also be used to track an important aspect of economic change: the storage of wealth and its transfer at death. The Material Culture of Wills Project has transcribed and analysed 30,000 wills registered with England’s highest church court, the Prerogative Court of Canterbury (PCC). Unlike probate inventories, which record the goods owned at death, wills record the decisions made by the deceased as they transferred their wealth and possessions to others, usually close family members. Wills offer a unique means of understanding how large numbers of people behaved towards their economic assets, and how the relationship between wealth and material culture changed across a period of 250 years.
The project sampled at least 5000 wills from five equally spaced periods between the mid sixteenth century and the late eighteenth century, as shown in table 1. Wills were sampled by the volumes in which they were recorded, with all the wills in the volumes chosen analysed for each period (the earlier time periods are longer because fewer wills were registered). The PCC registered wills made by people whose property lay in more than one bishopric in southern and midland England, or in both northern and southern England, or overseas. As a consequence, the PCC registered wills for England’s wealthy elite such as London merchants and the gentry and aristocracy, but also for a wide range of other people, such as yeomen farmers and increasing numbers of mariners.
Table 1: The wills sample and gender of testators
	Period
	Total 
	Male
	Female
	F (%)

	1538-52
	5367
	4,875
	492
	9

	1604-08
	5031
	4,483
	548
	11

	1664-6
	5563
	4,489
	1,074
	19

	1725-6
	4992
	3,797
	1,195
	24

	1785-6
	9220
	6,755
	2,465
	27

	Total
	30173
	24,399
	5,774
	19



Figure 1 summarises of how the broad categories of bequests changed over time. It must be remembered that wills do not document all the ways in wealth was transferred at death. The recording of real property is particularly unreliable, because there were many other ways of transferring real property too complex to describe here. Wills provide a better record of how moveable goods and financial assets were transferred. These types of bequests show a distinct pattern of change over time. Bequests of specific or itemised goods declined. Bequests of cash first rose between the sixteenth and early seventeenth century, before gradually declining. Bequests involving financial devices increased over time, gradually in the seventeenth century and then rapidly in the eighteenth century. 



Figures 2 looks more closely at the changes in specific goods. The decline of bequests of specific goods was steep and significant. This type of bequest declined between the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, and then even more steeply between the early seventeenth century and the 1660s; thereafter these bequests levelled off at their new lower level. All the broad categories of itemized goods remained present throughout the whole period, but they occurred less commonly. This was particularly the case of productive goods (farm equipment, livestock, tools), household goods (furniture, kitchen and dining ware, domestic textiles), and clothing. Only two subcategories bucked this trend: jewellery and books.

Figure 3 shows the change in the main types of financial bequests (other than cash). These are identified according to their description within wills. So for instance, there may have been relatively little difference between rents, yearly payments, and annuities in many cases, but the fact they are described differently is taken to be significant. Between the sixteenth and early eighteenth century there was an uneven rise in these financial devices, followed by a rapid increase during the eighteenth century. It is also notable that the range of devices increased over time. In the first two period there are five main types: rent, yearly payments, profits, annuities and interest. Securities appear in the 1660s, and stock and dividends by the 1720s. By the 1780s use is being made of all these types of device, although bequests expressed in cash remain more common.


The study of bequests in wills over the long term offer a fresh perspective on both the consumer revolution and financial revolution of the eighteenth century. The changes brought about the financial revolution took some time to filter into the majority of wills, but the consequences are evident by the late eighteenth century. During the period of ‘consumer revolution’ from the late seventeenth century onwards people became less likely to bequeath itemised goods in their wills. The patterns of change over time suggest that in the sixteenth century, goods were important not only as cultural expressions of various kinds, but also as a means of storing and transferring wealth. By the time of the supposed consumer revolution, this second function was greatly reduced. Economic historians could fruitfully pay more attention to the proliferation of moveable goods in the late medieval period and the economic role they played in storing wealth before being eclipsed first by the increased use of money in the seventeenth century, and then by more sophisticated financial devices in the eighteenth century. 

Figure 1: Changing Bequests
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Figure 2: Bequests of goods, standardized to 5000 wills per period

Productive goods	1538-52	1604-8	1664-6	1724-5	1785-6	10525	6910	1140	891	1029	Household goods	1538-52	1604-8	1664-6	1724-5	1785-6	23204	20097	9113	5528	4331	Clothing	1538-52	1604-8	1664-6	1724-5	1785-6	12769	6159	2701	2376	2618	Jewellery etc	1538-52	1604-8	1664-6	1724-5	1785-6	3207	3484	3632	3474	3511	Books	1538-52	1604-8	1664-6	1724-5	1785-6	411	535	509	540	734	Vehicles	1538-52	1604-8	1664-6	1724-5	1785-6	1627	860	263	262	312	



Figure 3: Main types of financial bequests (standardized to 5000 wills per period)

annuity	1538-52	1604-08	1664-6	1724-5	1784-5	165.54000000000002	595.98	362.7	947	3370.8	interest	1538-52	1604-08	1664-6	1724-5	1784-5	39.06	80.19	359.1	1068	1910.65	stock	1538-52	1604-08	1664-6	1724-5	1784-5	41.85	55.44	24.3	580	1441.6000000000001	yearly payment	1538-52	1604-08	1664-6	1724-5	1784-5	762.6	1030.5899999999999	623.70000000000005	670	1196.1000000000001	rent	1538-52	1604-08	1664-6	1724-5	1784-5	1023.9300000000001	1557.27	877.5	901	1060.5600000000002	securities	1538-52	1604-08	1664-6	1724-5	1784-5	0	5.9399999999999995	22.5	219	969.84	dividends	1538-52	1604-08	1664-6	1724-5	1784-5	0	0	4.5	79	768.96	profits	1538-52	1604-08	1664-6	1724-5	1784-5	712.38	556.38	531.9	446	499.50000000000006	



