Commentary- William of Malmesbury: Gesta Regum Anglorum   

“Moreover, the Normans, that I may speak of them also, were at that time, and are even now, proudly apparelled, delicate in their food, but not excessive. They are a race inured to war, and can hardly live without it; fierce in rushing against the enemy; and where strength fails of success, ready to use stratagem, or to corrupt by bribery. As I have related, they live in large edifices with economy; envy their equals; wish to excel their superiors; and plunder their subjects, though they defend them from others; they are faithful to their lords, though a slight offence renders them perfidious. They weigh treachery by its chance of success, and change their sentiments with money. They are, however, the kindest of nations, and they esteem strangers worthy of equal honour with themselves. They also intermarry with their vassals. They revived, by their arrival, the observances of religion, which were everywhere grown lifeless in England. You might see churches rise in every village, and monasteries in the towns and cities, built after a style unknown before; you might behold the country flourishing with renovated rites; so that each wealthy man accounted that day lost to him, which he had neglected to signalize by some magnificent action. But having enlarged sufficiently on these points, let us pursue the transactions of William.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Gutenberg.org. (2015). William of Malmsbury’s Chronicle of the Kings of England from the earliest period to the reign of King Stephen. [online] Available at: https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/50778/pg50778-images.html [Accessed 13 Nov. 2022].] 

The Battle of Hastings is perhaps one of the most well-known and researched medieval battles in modern academia, and although there are no surviving primary sources written by eyewitnesses to the infamous battle. Nevertheless, there are a large number of writings surrounding the details of the battle written by later European medieval scholars that provide modern historians with valuable details. One of the said sources was written by William of Malmesbury, like many medieval scholars William devoted the majority of his life as a monk in Malmesbury. One of William’s most notable works was titled the Gesta Regum Anglorum (Deeds of the Kings of the English) from which I have chosen this extract.
Before delving into the deeper analysis of the source’s contents we should first establish some important points of context, first as established William of Malmesbury was the 12th-century historian that wrote the Gesta Regum Anglorum, but what do we know about him? We know that for the many medieval historians William is unique in that he was of mixed heritage bring of both English and Norman blood and was born three decades after the Norman conquests, as a result, he may have been able to pass fair judgments between conquerors and defeated. In the 2017 book Discovering William of Malmesbury writer Stanislav Mereminskiy claims that “Today, William of Malmesbury is considered not only the most erudite and well-read historian of the Anglo-Norman age but also one of the best travelled” [footnoteRef:2]. This is extremely high praise and demonstrates how highly modern medievalists hold William’s work. This work is wildly considered to be his earliest major work, composed in his 20s, it covers the history of the rulers of England from 449 until 1120 [footnoteRef:3]. Although Gesta Regum Anglorum is viewed to still be his most notable piece it was also a companion work to his Gesta Pontificum Anglorum (Deeds of English Bishops).  [2:  Mereminskiy, S. (2017). William of Malmesbury and Durham: The Circulation of Historical Knowledge in Early Twelfth-Century England. In R. M. Thomson, E. Dolmans, & E. A. Winkler (Eds.), Discovering William of Malmesbury (NED-New edition, pp. 107–116). Boydell & Brewer. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7722/j.ctt1t6p4xq.13]  [3:  ThePostgradChronicles (2018). A Scribe’s Life (1): William of Malmesbury. [online] The Postgrad Chronicles. Available at: https://thepostgradchronicles.org/2018/05/26/a-scribes-life-1-william-of-malmesbury/ [Accessed 12 Nov. 2022].] 

After providing some brief context surrounding the author of the chosen source some further analysis of the text itself is needed to offer a more in-depth commentary. The section of text I have chosen came from a chapter titled Customs of the English directly after the Battle of Hastings. In this portion of the text, William provides the reader with some of the customs of the Normans as well as some of their defining characteristics. William presents what could be considered a balanced analysis of the Normans, bringing both positive and negative aspects to the reader's attention. In regards to the negative aspects the first phrase that stands out is “corrupt to bribery,”[footnoteRef:4] this has two potential connotations the first being that they have no issue with corruption via bribing and do not care for a fair outcome. However, a counterpoint to this is that they understand how to quickly win a battle by utilising any means highlighting their resourcefulness even at a moral cost. “Envy their equals; wish to excel their superiors and plunder their subjects”[footnoteRef:5] the use of the word Envy feels deliberate and ties into the biblical concepts this kind of medieval writing often follows, envy being one of the biblical sins and definitely not a positive trait. In regards to excelling their superiors, this demonstrates that they do not value or respect the “natural” hierarchy of God as in an exaggerated sense it implies that they would even attempt to excel a king. And in fact, that could possibly be the point to which William is hinting at the Norman's conquering of the English king. Finally, the plundering of subjects, this is definitely not a trait of an idealised good ruler and may be referencing the Normans plundering of England before the decisive victory of the Normans.  [4:  (Gutenberg.org, 2015)]  [5:  (Gutenberg.org, 2015)] 

Now of course this section of text is only a small portion of the original full source, and for however negatively the reader thinks William presents the Normans the way in which he describes the customs of the English is significantly less favourable. One of the notable aspects of the chapter at large is how William goes about framing the Norman conquering of the English in a way that implies it was the English’s fault, for example, “the desire after literature and religion had decayed, for several years before the arrival of the Normans” [footnoteRef:6] this quote by William implies a number of things the first being that members of the Church no longer dedicated themselves which may have led to foreign invaders deposing the King. Another implication that could be drawn from this quote is that the lack of education and focus surrounding literature religious or otherwise contributed to England’s defeat as the Normans clearly possessed greater battle knowledge; quote “they doomed themselves, and their country to slavery” this passage seems to summarise the thoughts on the English and their defeat.  [6:  (Gutenberg.org, 2015)] 

In relation to other works and writers at the time by writing in a form that bridged the gap between hagiography and history, he urged his audience to consider bishops and saints as men and blessings. And, by using Latin classics and biblical texts, he linked changes in modern societies to closely related changes in antiquity, providing his readers with perspectives into related historical occurrences [footnoteRef:7]. William was not the only historian writing in the era. He was also not working in this intellectual environment by himself. Many of the texts that William had access to had already been read by others. The political turmoil was felt all across the country. William was part of a larger boom of historical literature in the early twelfth century and yet due to his unique and balanced presentation of his world and now our history his work is regarded as one of the most influential of his era providing many modern medievalists with the tools to piece together the Anglo-Saxon world.  [7:  Thomson, Rodney M., Emily Dolmans, and Emily Anne Winkler, eds. Discovering William of Malmesbury. Boydell Press, 2017.] 

