
William I’s death 
 
 
William died early on the morning of September 9, 1087 at the age of 
fifty-nine, having ruled England for twenty-one years and Normandy 
for thirty-one more.  
 
Before William died there were two general views of his personality: 
one; that he was a stern, brutal and greedy man and two; that he was 
a religious king and a devoted husband. Those who believed he was 
stern noted that once he could lead his own armies he was constantly 
at war, eliminating his rivals and strengthening his hold on Normandy 
and later England. Those who believed he was a religious king and 
devoted husband stated that he promoted Church reform with 
Lanfranc, founded abbeys, sought to be seen as the legitimate (God 
chosen) heir to the English throne and was loyal to his wife Matilda, 
until her death in 1083. 
 
Six weeks before he died, William had attempted to capture the 
French town of Mantes, where the king, "who was very corpulent, fell 
ill from exhaustion and heat." (William of Malmesbury, a 
contemporary of Orderic, adds that William, his stomach protruding 
over the forward part of his saddle, was injured when he was thrown 
against the pommel and his internal organs ruptured.) William 
retreated and returned to his capital at Rouen. His condition continued 
to worsen and, mindful of the afterlife to come, he "gave way to 
repeated sighs and groans." Begging those to pray for him, William 
confessed his sins and sought pardon. His treasure was distributed to 
the churches and the poor, "so that what I amassed through evil deeds 
may be assigned to the holy uses of good men." Gifts also were sent as 
penitence to the clergy at Mantes so that they might restore the 
churches William's army had burned. 
 
Bishops, abbots, monks, and physicians all were in attendance. 
William's eldest son Robert was not there but four years earlier had 
joined his father's enemy, the king of France, in rebellion. Nor was 
Odo, the bishop of Bayeux, the king's half-brother, who still was in 
prison for treason. Entreated to forgive them both, William wearily 
relented. Odo was released and Robert, in spite of his disloyalty, was 
invested with the duchy of Normandy. William Rufus, the younger son, 
was given custody of England and immediately left to claim his throne, 
while Henry received five thousand pounds in silver, which he 
hastened to secure, having it carefully weighed out to make certain 
that none of his inheritance was denied him. 
 
The moment he died, panic broke out. His barons rode away to secure 
their castles against attack, while the servants stole everything they 
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could, including the furniture, leaving his corpse stripped of clothes on 
the floor. At the funeral, the attendants attempted to squeeze 
William’s body into its stone tomb, his bloated corpse burst open. The 
terrible smell drove everyone out of the cathedral. William’s death was 
full of bad omens suggesting to the people that God was still angry at 
his many sins. 
 
Because of his drawn-out death, William had time to give out his 
instructions about the succession of the throne of England and the 
dukedom of Normandy. William decided that Robert should succeed to 
the dukedom, despite all the trouble between them. In 1066, all the 
Norman barons had sworn their allegiance to Robert as William’s heir. 
William put his trust in those oaths of allegiance.William wanted his 
favourite son, William Rufus, to be king of England, but he was full of 
repentance at the violent way that he had gained the crown. He said 
he would let God choose the next king of England. 
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