Source 1, William of Poitiers Gesta Guillelmi ducis Normannorum et regis Anglorum.

   The Gesta Guillelmi, written by William of Poitiers is one of two important pieces of surviving contemporary sources for the events leading up to, and shortly after the events of Duke William of Normandy’s conquest of England in 1066. The second of these sources would be the famous Bayeux Tapestry. William of Poitiers is in himself an interesting figure, once a knight he soon leaves the fighting behind to become a learned man of the church and eventually goes on to become Duke William’s Chaplain.1 It comes as no surprise then, that this well written text is just one part of a well-oiled Norman propaganda machine written to justify the invasion of England and is certainly a very good example of how the victors have a tendency to write, or even re-write, history to fit their narrative. To say, then, that this text is panegyric in nature would be an understatement, but as will soon become apparent, the author himself appears not to have been present to witness the events he goes on to so vividly describe. None of the events recounted in this text are mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles of the same time either calling into question the validity of William of Poitiers’ writing.2

   The first thing of note when beginning this text is how there is an almost immediate attempt at painting Duke William as having been so close to King Edward that he was held to be “…in the same affection as a brother or son…”.3 Not only was the throne promised to William, it was almost as though the blood ties were so strong that there could never have been no doubt about William’s legitimacy. The fact that William was in fact King Edward’s cousin appears to be ignored here. After all, a son or a brother would have a far stronger claim to the throne than a mere cousin. One could argue, then, that this claim must surely render the act of oath giving as being redundant, but William of Poitiers soon gives his readers the answer at the end of the same paragraph. This oath was “a measure of the utmost wisdom because it’s authenticity and authority would restrain the dissentions among the whole English nation, if… they had tried to rebel against it.”4 It would appear that the Normans had anticipated some form of issue with the hand over of the throne after kind Edward’s death. It seems, however, that they had expected an uprising of the general population and not a stealing of the throne by the man who was to give his oath. Although Harold was from the most powerful family in the kingdom, second only to the King himself, it mustn’t be forgotten that the Godwin’s had no blood ties to the throne of England. 
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   The panegyric nature of William of Poitiers’ writing is something which can be evidenced throughout this source and beyond. Duke William has been presented to the reader as being magnanimous in nature, presenting him as having innately within him the qualities of the great King he would become. Duke William, according to Poitiers, is not just a man of the sword to be feared, but a great man who “as a suitable reward… gave him vast and rich lands, and added large sums of money as well.”5 He also takes note how he offers Harold much honour, hospitality and, once the oath has been sworn, he “sent him home loaded with presents… In addition, one of the two  
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hostages, his nephew returned to him, freed as a mark of respect to his person.”6 Not only is the duke seen to be incredibly generous with the sheer amount of gift giving, all this generosity appears to lend Duke William the air and authority necessary to become a King. 

   Despite this seemingly natural flare towards the regal, Duke William seemingly has a trusting and almost naïve faith in Harold due to his generous hospitality as well as the vitally important oath. William of Poitiers states that Duke William had “hoped” that Harold would prove to be a “faithful mediator between himself and the English…”.7 The wording suggests that Duke William was perhaps unwise to hold such a powerful man in such high regard. Although this source is, naturally, very favourable towards William and the invasion, this seems like a small snippet of a reprimand from his chaplain for not having been more closely guarded in his dealings with Harold Godwinson. Upon further reading and towards the end of the source, Poitiers also goes on to state that William “…now made him almost one of his companions, in order to strengthen the ties between them by doing him honour.”8 Perhaps the duke is not being quiet so naïve and innocent as previously portrayed, in fact, such generosity seems to be part of a greater ploy to keep the most powerful Anglo-Saxon family on side. 

   Arguably, the most important part of not just this source, but of the Norman justification of the invasion, is the giving of the oath by Harold to William. Oaths at this time were deemed to be very important, not just a promise made from one man to another, but a legally binding agreement.9 The breaking of the oath on Harold’s behalf would have been seen as a major infraction and so it is little wonder that the Norman’s placed so much weight on it when recounting their side of the story. As mentioned previously, none of this was mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon’s own writings at this time, and the breaking of a legally binding oath would certainly go a long way to explain why they would go out of their way to avoid any mention of it even happening. It is at this point in the source that it becomes most apparent that Poitiers was not present for the oath giving itself, but is relaying the story as given to him by “highly respected men….who were witnesses to the event…”10 so of course, in terms of reliability, this source cannot be fully relied upon just for this reason alone. Although he doesn’t write too much in regards to the oath itself, what he does write is very detailed. It puts forward that Harold gave the oath of his own free will and in doing so, promised to support William with his claim to the throne both before and after King Edward’s death. The oath also deals with the handing over of castles (Dover specifically) and land which would be transferred in order to provide a seamless transition of power. 

   Towards the end of this source, Poitiers comes to point out that William was aware that Harold was “bold and eager for new glory”11 and in doing so, foreshadows future events. Duke William at this point, it seems, was an astute yet hopeful man. One must remember though, this is a text written by the Normans, for all to read in the hopes of providing a justification for the heavy handed take over of England which would eventually come to pass. Through this source, William of Poitiers 
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has proven himself to be a most wonderful narrator whose writing kept away from the overly sycophantic praises such texts usually contain and wrote what was a most informative piece. It must not be forgotten that these events are not mentioned by anyone else contemporary to the events and so must be treated as being merely one small piece of a much larger and complex picture.
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