What role do histories play in the dissemination of the ‘Norman Myth’?

[bookmark: _GoBack]At some point between 996 and 1015 AD, Dudo of St. Quentin was comissioned the first to write the first (known) account of the Normans in Europe. Written in lofty Latin, his account was the first in a series of histories ostensibly intended to describe the deeds and accomplishments of his Norman patrons. It has since been suggested that these ‘histories’ form a distinctly Norman literary tradition[footnoteRef:1] and that their content formed the basis of what has been called the ‘Norman Myth’. R. H. C. Davies in his work ‘The Normans and their Myth’ defines a myth as ‘the acceptance of a belief about the past, whether that belief be false or true[footnoteRef:2]’. This essay will explore the truths hidden in the historical writings of the Normans and the intentions behind them. Davies further articulates the notion that the myths that a society or people create can be used to signpost their aspirations for the future[footnoteRef:3]. With this in mind, this essay will further explore the way that the histories were a part of a larger Norman agenda for a self-formed heritage that used a carefully constructed past as a currency for the future [1:  Albu 2]  [2:  Dvis 16]  [3:  Davis 16] 


Although any discussion of the Norman historical canon should be precluded by the caveat that all scholarship is based on the relatively small sample of surviving manuscripts alone and should therefore tread carefully before making any grand declarations, it is clear that the histories were formed in a sequence.  For example, it has long been accepted that William of Jumieges was heavily influenced by Dudo of St Quentin’s account and that Jumieges was, in turn a key influence in the work of Orderic Vitalis, and it goes on well into the twelfth century. Davis suggests that it was in this way that the Norman myth became ‘magnified or transformed when passed on from one generation to another.[footnoteRef:4]’ It is the latent intertextuality of these texts that give credence, somewhat paradoxically, to both the notion of a cohesive Norman identity but, equally, to the superficiality of that identity. [4:  Davies 11] 


A key aspect of the Norman myth ‘The fact which must strike any student of the Normans is the large number of historians they produced in the eleventh and twelfth centuries; one gets the impression that they could never have stopped talking or writing about themselves.[footnoteRef:5]’ While Davies suggests this as evidence for why they were so confident of their identity, it is possible to suggest quite the opposite. Perhaps it was the Norman sense of exclusion and ‘otherness’ that left them with such a need to self-legitimise? [5:  Davies 15] 


It has been suggested[footnoteRef:6] that much of the Norman’s true prowess was in their military efficiency and organisation. However, while some account do pay lip service, for example in William of Poitiers account of the Norman invasion of England to the military capabilities of the Normans, once again, they to tend to dwell on the epic heroism of the individual. This can be seen in the almost exclusive focus that much of the writers give to the most powerful character in each of their accounts, for example Dudo of St Quentin’s interminable sycophancy over Rollo or William of Poitier’s focus on the deeds of William of Normandy.  This is an indication that the purpose and intention of Norman history was not to portray the Normans as they were but, perhaps, more as they wished to be seen. While this does not make for the most reliable of historical writing, the cinematic portrayal of Norman heroes may very well have pushed their histories into a wider readership. Furthermore, the Norman writers may have taken advantage of the performative element of medieval European culture. The dramatic apostrophes of Dudo of St Quentin’s account of Rollos’s arrival in Rouen and the intrigue demonstrated in the battle scenes of the anonymous writer of the Gesta Francorum’s first-hand account of the Siege of Antioch would have doubtlessly piqued the interest of court performers. [6:  Davies 30] 


One of the literary forms employed consistently by the writers of histories was the use of classical epic tropes and motifs. The use of classical allusion in the histories both scandalises and dignifies the Norman identity. An episode described by both Dudo of St Quentin and William of Jumieges in which, Hasting, a typical Norman warrior feigns death in order to take a city by being smuggled in in a coffin could be considered a reference to the Trojan horse of Homeric epic. The undignified, yet indubitably entertaining, notion of smuggling of bodies in order to gain a city is a motif that is repeated and consequently reinforced through Norman literature. Variations on the theme of Hasting the Norman and his trickery continue well into the thirteenth century with examples appearing in accounts by Anna Comnena, Otto of Freising and Matthew Paris[footnoteRef:7]. The Norman guile exhibited in these accounts became a key facet in Norman identity. If the Norman writers were, indeed, writing intentionally to establish a cohesive Norman identity it would not be advantageous for them to point out their inconsistencies. This theory could explain why, in his account of Norman achievements, William of Jumieges makes no reference to the Norman ‘conquests’ in Italy or Sicily[footnoteRef:8] due to their inconsistencies with the previously employed ‘promised land’ justification for invasion. A preoccupation with their Roman legacy is also reinforced in William of Poitiers comparisons of William of Normandy with Julius Caesar in relation to the conquest of Britain[footnoteRef:9]. This notion is bolstered by the fact that the Normans intentionally built their fortifications close to the sites, and in the style, of their Roman predecessors[footnoteRef:10]. [7:  Albu 4]  [8:  Davies 65]  [9:  Winkler 455]  [10:  Pounds 3
] 


The use of biblical and classical allusions was equally used by the Normans in an attempt to integrate themselves into enduring strands of history. A key aspect of the ‘Norman Myth’ was the perpetuated sense of God-given entitlement use to justify Norman conquest. The appropriation of religious language and allusion employed by Norman historians would have subtly aligned the audacious invaders with the God that their conquests were devoted to. This can be seen in Dudo of St Quentin’s sublimations that Rollo was entering a promised land as he sailed down the Seine to Rouen and in Amatus of Montecassino’s depiction of the Normans in Italy as the children of God in the wilderness of the desert. 

Unlike the occasionally dry accounts of the Anglo Saxon Chronicle, the histories can take on a compellingly personal nature.  In many cases, it is possible for the reader to come under the influence of the personable charisma of the historian. Orderic of Vitalis’s deep expression of regret for the effects of the Norman conquest on England and William of Poitier’s evident respect for his lord, William of Normandy are prime examples of Norman passion breaking into the narritives of the writers.


While each writer possessed their own specific subjectivities, which influence their portrayal of the Normans, the diversity of motivations and angles may have only served to enforce the fluidity which formed the foundation of their perceived identity. For example, it is possible that the ostensible subversion employed by Dudo of St Quentin may have served to bolster the Norman identity as much as his saccharine panegyric. In his attempts to undermine his own rapturous elegy on the Norman newcomers Dudo may have given his work a wider readership in the form of those curious about his powerful patrons.  The use of hyperbole, as exemplified Dudo of St Quentin’s assertions that Normandy was essentially destroyed by the Scandinavian newcomers further served to bolster both the aforementioned performative element of the perpetuation of the Norman myth and also reinforced links to a constructed biblical and classical heritage. In a similar way, William of Poitier’s evident predisposition to write favourably of his employer, William of Normandy, only serves to reinforce the notion of his sincerity in his writing. Where the bias is obvious, it becomes almost excusable in its earnestness. 
In general most historical accounts of the Normans focus almost entirely on the leaders and aristocracy. In focusing chiefly on the Norman aristocracy that was established the historians could evade recording the apparent reality that the lower classes of conquered Norman territories  remained to a certain extent unaltered in their nationality. This can be seen in the retention of native place names and language by the lower classes in Norman lands[footnoteRef:11] . It could be surmised that Norman commentators moderated the realities of Norman assimilation in recording chiefly the conflicts and deeds of their leaders. Some were quite transparent about this in their naming of their accounts, William of Jumieges’s Gesta Normannorum Ducum (Deeds of the Norman Dukes), William of Poiter’s Gesta Willelmi, and William of Jumiege’s Gesta Normannorum Ducum, to name but a few.   [11:  Davies 23] 


Davis,[footnoteRef:12] has suggested that the Normans of the tenth century and the Normans of the twelfth are utterly different from one another and further that the Normans did not have their Norman identity until they had essentially become French. While it is reasonable to propose that across two hundred year of conquest, assimilation and progress, the Norman culture would have changed substantially, it can be posited that their characterisation as being outsiders of slightly dubious morality is a thread that does run through their history. The historians do not hesitate to place their successes on a foundation of dishonesty. That this moral ambiguity is directly linked to their Scandinavian roots in both Dudo of St Quentin’s account of them, in the Gesta Francorum in their behaviour in Antioch[footnoteRef:13] and further in Amatus of Montecassino where they are characterised by lupine descriptions. [12:  Davies 27]  [13:  Krey 151  ] 


While it may not have had the most direct effect on the way that Norman historians portrayed their patrons, the way that the Normans formed monastic community may have influenced the literary culture of the time.  The Normans established monasteries as inorganically as they constructed their heritage. Their monks were often handpicked and imported from Italy, as with many facets of Norman culture, only the finest would do[footnoteRef:14]. With monasteries as the chief hubs of education and literacy it should be unsurprising that the works regarding the Normans would achieve their goals of legitimising and promoting Norman rule with such success. Additionally, this may partially account for the hints of doubt over Norman morality or general subversion that are exhibited in some of the accounts of their deeds. The consequence of the multicultural nature of many of the writers may have, at times, divided their loyalties. This can be seen in the work of Oderic Vitalis, a half anglo-saxon, half norman writer, who detailed many Norman deeds in his Historia Ecclesiastica and also in the work of Dudo of St Quentin who, thought an accomplished writer, was not Norman at all[footnoteRef:15].  [14:  Davies 44]  [15:  Davies 50] 


Another way in which the Norman histories participated in the dissemination of the Norman myth was in their use of the Norman vernacular. ‘The Song of Roland’ and other vernacular works of the period would have appealed more to the general populace than, for example the mighty Historia Ecclesiastica of Orderic Vitalis, for example. For the first time on a larger scale the world history and further literature in general was now open to the laity.  Additionally, while histories, in terms of subject matter, provided little devotional utility to the monks and clergy[footnoteRef:16] but may have provided political advantage to the institutions via patronage. [16:  Shopkow 666] 


The turmoil of the political instability of twelfth century provided historians with another motive for perpetuating the ‘Norman Myth’. As England transitioned into a more assimilated entity with the intermarrying or Normans and English at even the lower strata of society[footnoteRef:17], the distinctions between ‘Norman’ and ‘English’ may have blurred and consequently become superfluous. This may have had a negative impact on societal identity hence necessitating an increased dissemination of the ‘Norman Myth’. This notion is well illustrated by the fact that Henry of Huntingdon added references to Rollo in the battle speech in the 1139 edition of his Historia Anglorum[footnoteRef:18], it is unlikely to be a coincidence that it was written in the throes of a contested monarchy and was therefore potentially a symptom of nostalgia during a troubled time and therefore no longer an attempt by Scandinavian outsiders to self-legitimise. By the twelfth century the apathy of a people who may have felt somewhat distant from their raiding ancestors may have begun to set in, this is supported in the surprisingly unbiased account of the Normans that Geffrei of Gaimar offered in his L’Estoire des Engleis, written c. 1135 – 40[footnoteRef:19]. [17:  Davies 124]  [18:  Davies 126]  [19:  Davies 126] 



 ‘It is almost impossible to pin them down because they kept on changing.[footnoteRef:20]’, as Davies summarises the fluidity of the Norman identity. However it could be suggested that it was the fluidity of the Norman identity that insured it’s relevancy as Norman society evolved. For although histories do not offer in any way a cohesive image of who the Normans actually were, they cannot even agree on what to call them[footnoteRef:21] but they do offer a cohesive image of how they desired to be perceived. Davies, questioned whether Norman identity was a myth that was only effective if it was believed[footnoteRef:22], and, while this question does form the core of the discourse on the subject of the Norman myth, it is also undermined by the fact that it is a myth that is still believed to this day.  [20:  Davies 12]  [21:  Davies 12]  [22:  Davies 12] 
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