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Commentary on extract from
Gesta Regum Anglorum
by William of Malmesbury[footnoteRef:1] [1:  William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, thought to have been written c.1125.] 


Extract
This was a fatal day to England, and melancholy havoc was wrought in our dear country during the change of its lords. For it had long adopted the manners of the Angles, which had indeed altered with the times; for in the first years of their arrival they were barbarians in their look and manner, warlike in their usages, heathens in their rights. After embracing the faith of Christ, by degrees and, in process of time, in consequence of the peace which they enjoyed, they relegated arms to a secondary place and gave their whole attention to religion. I am not speaking of the poor, the meanness of whose fortune often restrains them from overstepping the bound of justice; I omit, too, men of ecclesiastical rank, whom sometimes respect for their profession and sometimes the fear of shame suffers not to deviate from the true path; I speak of princes, who from the greatness of their power might have full liberty to indulge in pleasure. Some of these in their own country, and others at Rome, changing their habit, obtained a heavenly kingdom and a saintly intercourse. Many others during their whole lives devoted themselves in outward appearance to worldly affairs, but in order that they might exhaust their treasures on the poor or divide them amongst monasteries.
What shall I say of the multitudes of bishops, hermits, and abbots? Does not the whole island blaze with such numerous relics of its own people that you can scarcely pass a village of any consequence, but you hear the name of some new saint? And of how many more has all remembrance perished through the want of records?
Nevertheless, the attention to literature and religion had gradually decreased for several years before the arrival of the Normans. The clergy, contented with a little confused learning, could scarcely stammer out the words of the sacraments; and a person who understood grammar was an object of wonder and astonishment. The monks mocked the rule of their order by fine vestments and the use of every kind of food. The nobility, given up to luxury and wantonness, went not to church in the morning after the manner of Christians, but merely, in a careless manner, heard matins and masses from a hurrying priest in their chambers, amid the blandishments of their wives. The commonalty, left unprotected, became a prey to the most powerful, who amassed fortunes, either by seizing on their property or by selling their persons into foreign countries; although it is characteristic of this people to be more inclined to reveling than to the accumulation of wealth. . .[footnoteRef:2] [2:  James Harvey Robinson, ed., Readings in European History, 2 Vols. (Boston: Ginn & Co., 1904-06), Vol. I: From the Breaking up of the Roman Empire to the Protestant Revolt, pp. 224-229. Scanned in and modernized by Dr. Jerome S. Arkenberg, Dept. of History, Cal. State Fullerton. The Internet Medieval Sourcebook, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/1066malmesbury.asp. d.o.a., 18/11/2025.] 



The Gesta Regum Anglorum (History of the Kings of England), authored by William of Malmesbury in c. 1125, was said to have been written at the request of Matilda, wife of Henry I, and covers the history of the kings of England from 449 to 1120. The text challenges the conventional division between hagiographical and historical genres by incorporating saints, both as men and workers of miracles, and bishops, into a framework that encompasses the political, martial and social history of England. The Gesta Regum is, however, not simply a rendition of key events over time. Its didactic purpose must be considered when set against the moral education integral to monastic teaching. In writing a national history, William endeavoured to encourage moral development and the cultivation of virtue.[footnoteRef:3] Nowhere was this more important than in the exercise of kingly power, where its outward manifestation was connected to ‘inner disposition, and expressed early medieval assumptions about power in the language of classical antiquity’.[footnoteRef:4] Kings of exceptional quality all had clerical advisors, who were instrumental in driving change in national politics and history and it is this that William sought to emphasise in the text. Although William may have been aiming his text, to some extent, at a courtly lay readership, as well as his own religious community, he may also have envisaged a wider political and lay audience, at home and on the continent. The text was later revised twice by William in response to a change of opinions, engendered both by age and hindsight.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  ‘William sought to show English history moved according to centuries-long teleological development ordained by God, in which the English advanced towards greater political and moral union as a nation, as well as spiritual unity with the Divinity’. Sigbjørn Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury and the Ethics of History, (Boydell Press, 2012), p.77. See chapter 4 for an in-depth discussion of this idea. ]  [4:  Ryan Kemp, ‘Advising the King: Kingship, Bishops and Saints in the Works of William of Malmesbury’, in Discovering William of Malmesbury, Rodney M. Thomson, Emily Dolmans and Emily Winkler (eds), (Boydell Press, 2017), pp. 65-79, p. 65.]  [5:  William may have changed his opinions concerning certain individuals referenced in his work, further research or, a more pragmatic approach to the reaction of his patrons. Age may also have played a part in his change of perception concerning his portrayal of events, especially of the Norman invasion when hindsight would have allowed him to make a better-informed assessment of its impact.] 

Thought to have been born in Somerset in the 1190s to a Norman father and Anglo-Saxon mother, William became an oblate at the Benedictine Abbey of Malmesbury at a young age. His fascination with classical literature and Roman history was key to his belief that the study of history, when presented in an accessible manner, fostered moral development in its readers, especially among an increasing literate lay and clerical intellectual elite. Drawing on the works of authors of late antiquity, the Venerable Bede, and contemporary authors, William attempted in his own works to present a coherent progression of the history of England, incorporating quotes from Latin classics and the Bible to illustrate that parallel events in the past were closely associated with contemporary realities. William widely utilised Bede’s text to account for the development of the English as devout Christians, but his was not an ecclesiastical history. Drawing on Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Norman traditions of historiography, the Gesta Regum was instead a secular, national history written in literary form.[footnoteRef:6] His ‘distinctive use of historical terminology’ unlike that of other contemporary authors appears to support this.[footnoteRef:7] Underpinning the work was William’s desire to ‘find in the past the evidence to…legitimise the present. Evidence, not so much of change, but rather continuity’.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England: c. 550- c. 1307, (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974), p.167.]  [7: Paul Hayward, ‘St Wilfred of Ripon and the Norman Church in Anglo-Norman Historiography’, Northern History 49 (2012) quoted by Emily Joan Ward, ‘Verax Historicus Bede: William of Malmesbury, Bede and Historia’ in Discovering William of Malmesbury, Rodney M. Thomson, Emily Dolmans and Emily A. Winkler (eds), (The Boydell Press, 2017), pp. 175-187, p. 181 ]  [8:  Chris Given-Wilson, Chronicles: The Writing of History in Medieval England. (Hambledon & London, 2004), p. 180.] 

William’s reference to “fatal day” and “melancholy havoc … wrought in our dear country” are indicative of his mixed feelings towards the Norman invasion, rooted maybe in his own, and his patroness’s mixed heritage. His love of his patria acknowledged that it had been the home of an amalgamation of different peoples over time.  His feeling towards the ‘Angles’ are ambivalent, emphasising that when they arrived in Britain they were “barbarians and heathens” but Christianity both saved and civilized them.[footnoteRef:9] William thus sought to ‘mend the broken chain of our history’ and iterate how a unified English kingdom emerged.[footnoteRef:10] Although William hints at the disruption and often catastrophic consequences of conquest on the poor, he is pragmatic about the reality of their social position in the intensely hierarchical society of medieval England, as he is of the more sheltered position of the clergy to the vagaries of life. This is not of prime importance in his rendition of England’s early history. Those “princes” with privilege and power are, however. History, and his Historia in particular, was to instruct both secular princes and those ‘princes’ of the Church, while entertaining and ensuring its place for readers in posterity. William’s subsequent reference to princes who gave up secular power for a “heavenly crown” would appear to be referencing Bede.[footnoteRef:11] The linguistic energy contained within the phrase “the whole island blaze with such numerous relics” draws attention to the importance William attaches to “the merits of her [England’s] home-bred saints” who interceded with God for mercy for the country’s sins due to their virtue.[footnoteRef:12] He laments that many more are lost to posterity due to a deplorable lack of written evidence, which given the saints’ centrality in William’s view to the historical and political development of England,  justifies to a certain extent,  the Norman Conquest. William makes this abundantly clear when the following paragraph details the ways in which England’s moral integrity degenerates over time under English rule. It’s deterioration on cultural, societal and political levels hinges on its breakdown at the religious and intellectual level. The paragraph incorporates a series of visual, oral and literary examples of the deficiencies stemming from corruption within the English Church, ripples which spread outward to pervade all levels of society. The Conquest thus provided the means for William I and Archbishop Lanfranc to reform an inherently corrupt Anglo-Saxon Church. This does not mean that all Anglo-Saxon kings were not devout and the religious environment of their times corrupt. William is aware of this paradox in his need to justify the Norman invasion and although critical of the failings of the Normans themselves as evidenced at various points within his text, William adheres to the idea that “God used the Normans, however unworthy they might be, as His instrument to punish the wayward English”.[footnoteRef:13]  [9:  Emily A. Winkler has stated that scholarship investigating William’s goal in the writing of his Gesta Regum was to ‘tell a story of improvement from barbarism to civilization’, ‘William of Malmesbury and the Britons’ in Discovering William of Malmesbury, Rodney M. Thomson, Emily Dolmans and Emily A. Winkler (eds)., (The Boydell Press, 2017), pp. 189-202, p.190.]  [10:  Chris Given-Wilson, Chronicles, p. 158.]  [11:  In chapter nineteen, Bede writes of Coenred, King of the Mercians, and Offa, King of the East Saxons. ‘[Coenred] resigned his kingly sceptre… [and] went to Rome, received the tonsure, and became a monk at the shrine of the Apostles, passing the remainder of his days in prayer, fasting and acts of mercy. Offa…fired by an equal ardour, left his wife, lands, family, and country for the sake of Christ and his Gospel… . He received the tonsure, entered upon the monastic life, and at last attained the long-desired vision of the blessed Apostles in heaven’. Bede, A History of the English Church and People, (Penguin Books, 1968), p. 305. ]  [12:  Ryan Kemp, ‘Advising the King: Kingship, Bishops and Saints in the Works of William of Malmesbury’ in Discovering William of Malmesbury, p.73. ]  [13:  R. M. Thomson, ‘William of Malmesbury’s anti-Norman diatribe’ in The Long Twelfth-Century View of the Anglo-Saxon Past, Martin Brett and David A. Woodman (eds), (Routledge, 2015),  pp.113-121, p. 114-115.] 

Described as a ‘freethinker’ by today’s historians, William of Malmesbury’s love of classical antiquity, its literature, and its influence on his own times and earlier, on ideas, culture, traditions and morals throughout succeeding centuries, makes him a fascinating character who strove to make sense of the historical past and the world of his present reality.[footnoteRef:14] His in-depth knowledge of Latin literature, his use of metaphor, similes, and allusions, incorporated into his literary style, allowed him to both entertain and educate within the bounds of ‘the moral, ethical and theological dimensions’ of his texts.[footnoteRef:15] Illustrating his ideas and grounding his assumptions on the course of history through a variety of individuals, momentous events and their contexts and access to saints’ lives and their works, as well as letters and documents collected over time, William’s work has remained both popular and influential over hundreds of years. It is a credit to his receptiveness for new ideas that his idea of identity encompassed not only the past of the Romans and the Britons, but also that of the English and the Normans. [14:  Emily A. Winkler and Emily Dolmans, ‘Discovering William of Malmesbury: The Man and his Works’ in Discovering William of Malmesbury, p.5.]  [15:  Ryan Kemp, ‘Advising the King…’ in Discovering William of Malmesbury, p. 65.] 

Word count: 1,105. 
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