Commentary on the Gesta Guillelmi of William of Poitiers
William of Poitiers, chaplain to William the Conqueror and himself a former trained knight, composed the Gesta Guillelmi, or ‘Deeds of William,’ in the 1070s. It is one of the most flattering and partisan sources for the Norman Conquest, written by a man uniquely positioned both to know his subject and to glorify him. Emily Albu places William of Poitiers among the few Norman historians who, “especially beholden to their patrons or awestruck by conquest, defined Normans through the broad strokes of panegyric”[footnoteRef:1]. The extract for this commentary covers Edward’s alleged promise of the English throne, Harold’s oath at Bonneville, Harold’s coronation and oath-breaking, the Battle of Hastings, William’s governance of England, and the Easter celebrations at Fécamp in 1067. It is clearly intended to be viewed as a document to legitimise the campaign and accension and read like legal brief assembling evidence for William’s claim piece by piece. As George Garnett discusses [1:  Emily Albu, The Normans in their Histories: Propaganda, Myth and Subversion (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2001) [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501]] 

	'It was appropriate for William of Poitiers to compare the Normans at Hastings to orators in a judicial plea, for his book is not really a res gesta of William the Conqueror at all, but the exposition of a legal case.'[footnoteRef:2] [2:  George Garnett, Conquered England: Kingship, Succession, and Tenure, 1066–1166 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), Chapter 1 [https://doi-org.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198207931.003.0001] accessed 21 Mar. 2026.] 

The extract opens with a passage designed to leave no room for doubt. Edward “had already appointed William as his heir”[footnoteRef:3] and “held him in the same affection as a brother or son,”[footnoteRef:4] and now “gave more serious evidence of his intentions than before.”[footnoteRef:5] Three layers of legitimacy are stacked on top of one another; a prior appointment, a familial bond, and further confirmation. Edward then sends Harold to Normandy specifically “in order to confirm his promise by an oath,”[footnoteRef:6] and the text insists this was “a measure of the utmost wisdom because its authenticity and authority would restrain the dissensions among the whole English nation.”[footnoteRef:7] The word “authenticity” is a key word here, immediately proscribing the entire process as correct and proper. [3:  William of Poitiers, Gesta Guillelmi [1070s], 1066 Sources Handout, [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.]  [4:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.]  [5:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.]  [6:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.]  [7:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.] 

Harold arrives, is rescued from imprisonment in Ponthieu by Duke William, and is treated with extravagant hospitality. William of Poitiers lingers over these scenes of generosity and honour, noting that William “doubtless congratulated himself on having a guest of such distinction.”[footnoteRef:8] The narrative technique is deliberate as the more trust, warmth, and good faith William is showing in these early passages, the more devastating the eventual betrayal becomes. At Bonneville, Harold swears his oath “according to the sacred rite of the Christians,”[footnoteRef:9] pronouncing “clearly and of his own free will” that he will act as William’s agent in England and secure the kingdom for him after Edward’s death. Every possible objection is pre-empted here – the oath was public, it was Christian, and Harold gave it freely. Here again we see the legitimisation of the actions, and the passage reads as though William of Poitiers is arguing before a court. [8:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.]  [9:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.] 

The tone shifts sharply when Harold breaks his word. “This mad Englishman could not endure to await the decision of public election, but on the woeful day when the best of all men was buried, while everyone was mourning, he violated his oath and seized the royal throne.”[footnoteRef:10] The language, previously calm and full of legal precision, moves to moral outrage. Harold is “mad,” Edward is “the best of all men,”[footnoteRef:11] and the coronation happens while the nation mourns, framing it as an act of sacrilegious opportunism that is an affront to not only William but God Himself. Harold’s coronation by Stigand, “who had been deprived of his priestly office by the just zeal and anathema of the pope,”[footnoteRef:12] compounds the illegitimacy; this is an oath-breaker being crowned by a deposed archbishop. [10:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.]  [11:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.]  [12:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.] 

Whether Edward promised the throne to William remains one of the great unknowns of the period, since only the Norman sources make this claim, but the rhetorical structure of the passage is more interesting than the question of its truthfulness. William of Poitiers constructs a case so airtight that the reader is meant to feel the injustice and therefore neglect to consider if it really happened at all. 
The extract’s treatment of the famed Battle of Hastings itself is brief, but it includes a striking passage of classical comparison. “Against Harold, who was such a man as poems liken to Hector or Turnus, William would have dared to fight in single combat no less than Achilles against Hector, or Aeneas against Turnus.”[footnoteRef:13] Harold is granted the dignity of being compared to Hector and Turnus, but these are both heroes who lose – Hector is killed by Achilles, and Turnus by Aeneas. Elevating Harold only to cast him in the role of the doomed antagonist is a calculated move here. William, meanwhile, is simultaneously Achilles and Aeneas, the Greek champion and the Trojan founder of Rome. The original Gesta Guillelmi was composed in Latin, and these classical parallels reflect William of Poitiers’ (and his intended audiences’) education, with numerous references to the old heroes, biblical, ancient, and classical, and William the Conqueror is always positioned as some perfect combination of all of them, elevated above each individual model by embodying them all at once. As Dr Emily Winkler argues, William of Poitiers' classical allusions were not just decorative rhetorical flourishes but made specific moral and political points about the Conquest's legitimacy, with his sustained references to Caesar, Aeneas, and Theseus as deliberate components of Norman memory-making.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.]  [14:  Emily A. Winkler, The Norman Conquest of the Classical Past: William of Poitiers, Language and History, [https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/1495348/1/Winkler_EAW%20JMH%20Article%20Open%20Access%20Deposit%202016.pdf] accessed 24 Mar. 2026.] 

The final section of the extract moves from war to peace and from the battlefield to the business of ruling. William “forbade strife, murder, and every kind of plunder, restraining the people with arms and the arms with laws.”[footnoteRef:15] This is a particularly neat formulation, balancing military force against legal order, and it presents William not as a conqueror holding down a hostile population but as a lawgiver bringing civilisation to a land in chaos from under the prior unsanctioned ruler. “Women were safe from the violence with passionate men often inflict”[footnoteRef:16] is perhaps the most remarkable claim, given the well-documented brutality of the Norman settlement, but as we have seen, William of Poitiers is not writing history in any modern, balanced sense – his goal is not necessarily to present an accurate view but more a flattering one. [15:  William of Poitiers, Gesta Guillelmi [1070s] 1066 Sources Handout, [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.]  [16:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.] 

The extract closes at Fécamp, where William celebrates Easter 1067 “humbly standing near the choirs of the religious orders.”[footnoteRef:17] He even “compelled hosts of soldiers and people to leave their games and come to divine service,”[footnoteRef:18] reinforcing the image of a pious king who puts God before entertainment, and who’s command can compel the average man to prayer. The final image is striking, French and Norman nobles look “with curiosity at the long-haired sons of the northern lands, whose beauty the most handsome youths of ‘long-haired Gaul’ might have envied.”[footnoteRef:19] The English are not mocked or degraded, instead they are beautiful, admired, worth looking at, giving further legitimacy to the entire endeavour – this is a conquest that has acquired something valuable, not destroyed it. [17:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.]  [18:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.]  [19:  Ibid., [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 20 Mar. 2026.] 

Albu argues that “most historians of the Normans subverted the text of achievement and legitimization with subtexts of treacherous leaders and a lawless society”[footnoteRef:20] (The Normans in their Histories, Introduction), and here William of Poitiers is the exception that proves her rule. There is no subversion here, no wolf imagery, no uncomfortable pagan undertones of the kind found in other chroniclers such as William of Jumièges. The Gesta Guillelmi is straightforward tribute, written by a man who was both chaplain and former knight, and who seems genuinely convinced of his patron’s righteousness. Its value as a source lies not in its balance (which is obviously lacking) but in the sheer transparency of its method. it shows exactly how Norman legitimacy was constructed, argument by argument, oath by oath, classical comparison by classical comparison. If William of Jumièges holds open the tension between Christian legitimacy and Viking inheritance, William of Poitiers simply closes it, insisting that God, law, history, and epic poetry all point in the same direction. [20:  Albu, The Normans in their Histories: Propaganda, Myth and Subversion [https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501] accessed 25 Mar. 2026.
] 
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