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Normans Portfolio 2: William of Poitiers Gesta Willelmi ducis Normannorum et regis Anglorum

  By the mid Eleventh Century, the Normans had come to conquer significant portions of France and Italy, being granted land and titles or just taking them for themselves. The invasion of England is no exception, and can be considered to be one of their greatest achievements. This portfolio will explore the writings of William of Poitiers who wrote the Gesta Willelmi ducis Normannorum et regis Anglorum, The Deeds of William Duke of Normandy and King of England. This portfolio will scrutinise why William of Poitiers wrote this history of William the Conqueror to attempt to understand his motivations. 
  Firstly, one must start with looking at the author of the work, William of Poitiers. It is widely known that William of Poitiers was the personal chaplain of Duke William of Normandy before and after the time of the Battle of Hastings. Poitiers was also born in Normandy to a Norman, therefore, it can be easily understood that Poitiers would have many opinions that gravitated towards the Normans being the greatest among men in the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:1] Marc Morris states in his book, The Norman Conquest, that Poitiers’ ‘Gesta Guillelmi is without doubt the most important source for the Conqueror’s career.’[footnoteRef:2] Morris is correct in his stating that the work Poitiers created is the most important source historians have chronicling Duke William’s career, but there also is a heavy possibility that it is full of personal opinions rather than fact, like many sources from the Middle Ages that write about the Normans, including Geoffrey Malaterra and Orderic Vitalis.  [1:  Marc Morris, The Norman Conquest (London: Windmill, 2013), p. 54.]  [2:  Ibid, p. 53-54] 

  Secondly, the source given must also be analysed for obvious reasons. The source provided is an extract from the Gesta Willelmi chronicling the arrival of Harold Godwinson in Normandy, his subsequent capture, and his friendship that developed with Duke William. The source is steeped in aggrandisement for Duke William, portraying him as a benevolent and kind ruler, both towards Harold Godwinson, and his own people:
‘Duke William, informed of the fate of the man who had been sent to him, hastily dispatched an embassy and snatched him from prison by prayers and threats… As a suitable reward, William gave him vast and rich lands, and added large sums of money as well.’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  William of Poitiers, Ralph Henry Carless Davis and Marjorie Chibnall, The Gesta Guillelmi Of William Of Poitiers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998).] 




  This source clearly highlights that Duke William was not a deceitful man, as some historians have come to reference him as, and he is by no means a poor ruler either, having the ability to give large sums of money and land to his vassals. Poitiers clearly wanted to portray Duke William in a very positive light so as to make his readers believe that Duke William was a genuinely good man, lowering the reliability of the text due to his one sided argument. This continues throughout the extract provided, perhaps giving a reader pause to contemplate whether Duke William was as good a man as Poitiers writes.
  Thirdly, further analysis of the source reveals some telling details about Duke William’s legitimacy to take the throne of England. Being a medieval ruler, it would have been natural for Duke William to want to have a legitimate cause to take England, furthermore reinforced by him being a Norman, who almost always seek legitimacy for taking land from others due to their past heritage. Poitiers writes that:
‘Edward, king of the English, who had already appointed William as his heir, and who held him in the same affection as a brother or son, gave more serious evidence of his intentions than before.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  William of Poitiers, Ralph Henry Carless Davis and Marjorie Chibnall, The Gesta Guillelmi Of William Of Poitiers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998).] 

  The source clearly states that Edward had declared Duke William to be his heir before Harold Godwinson was sent to Normandy, legitimising William’s claim to the English throne and making the acts committed by Harold after the death of Edward be classed as treason against his rightful king. Edward also considered Duke William to be a brother or son, another point that adds legitimacy as only sons or brother could inherit the throne in a primogeniture monarchy. Sources around this period are contentious at best concerning Edward’s intentions for his successor, as they are either written by Normans, such as William of Poitiers, or Anglo-Norman sympathisers, such as Orderic Vitalis, rendering any mention of Edward’s successor highly unreliable. 
  Fourthly, another point to mention concerning legitimacy within the text is the fact that Poitiers states that Harold promised to give Duke William land in England. The source clearly states that Harold promised to ‘hand over the castle of Dover, fortified under his direction and his own expense, to a garrison of the duke's knights’ and that he would also ‘deliver, at the same time, in various places in the kingdom, other castles to be fortified in the duke's orders; and that he would also provide abundantly for the provisioning of the garrisons.’[footnoteRef:5] This promise to Duke William reinforces his claim on English land, as castles and fortified holdings were not given away lightly, especially to foreigners who did not even share the same language. This is likely another of Poitiers’ inventions, using direct speech to put words into Harold’s mouth which he is unlikely to have said, even to someone who rescued him, as Harold had his own designs on the throne of England, as history teaches us. [5:  Ibid] 




  Therefore, to conclude, The Gesta Willelmi is not a source to use if one is looking for a balanced and entirely truthful account of the events leading up to the Battle of Hastings in 1066. Poitiers clearly sympathises with the Normans and their conquest of England, whether legitimate or not, and can be considered quite unreliable to tell the full truth of events. On the other hand, Poitiers’ work gives historians a rare insight into the mind of a true Norman who was close to Duke William and supported him in his endeavour until his death.
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