What does the artwork commissioned by the Normans tell us about how they wished to be perceived?
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The word Norman was originally conceptualised  from the Franks word Normanni, the name given to any and all settlers or raiders from Scovian or of perceived Scandanavian origin(Webber, 2005).  The Normans were a medieval people, descendants from Norse Viking settlers that established a settlement in Rouen, what Is now known as northern France. This became possible on the invitation of King Charles the simple of France in 911, who invited the Viking ruler Rollo, also known as Hrolf, who would become the first Duke of Normandy and the great-great-great grandfather of William the Conqueror. His reasoning was to encourage an established settlement to deter any future raids, this can be seen in the charter of III 14TH March 918 which refers to the seine north men, Rollo and his companions (Van Houts (2000).  In return for the land provided they Rollo would provide protection of the Frankish coast from possible future Viking raids thus creating an agreement of sustainability and mutual interest proving to be a strategic move by the Frankish king manoeuvring Rollo’s countryman away from Paris (Woodbridge, 2005). As time lapsed descendants  of the Northmen  intermingled with the local population marrying Frankish women (Van Houts 2000)  and adopting many aspects of their customs, languages and religions, thus  amalgamating both cultures and created a new form of identity that is now considered to be unique and monumental and eventually as treaties would pertain they would convert to the Christian faith (Van Houts 2000)  The Norman are perhaps better known for their significant impact on European history and military prowess, more famously for the conquering of England at the Battle of Hastings in 1066 under the command of William the Conqueror. Their influence can be seen beyond England to Ireland, southern Italy and to the Middle East during the Crusades and their legacy is still visible in historical written references such as the Doomsday book, the record of land and resources in England, commissioned by William the Conqueror, as well as in objects of art and in the physical castles and monasteries erected within.  In this piece I will be examining Norman commissioned artwork after the battle of hastings when William Duke of Normandy ascended the throne of England to decipher how the Normans wished to be perceived.  I will identify how they proved themselves to achieve an image of power and authority by looking at the construction of the White tower and how it represented a message to the local population, how they used religion to obtain a sense of Legitimacy to their conquered lands with reference to the Bayeux tapestry. This will also exhibit the terminology of what makes identity as an introduction to subject matter of the Normans.

[bookmark: _Hlk193272209][bookmark: _Hlk193477802][bookmark: _Hlk193368000][bookmark: _Hlk194081670][bookmark: _Hlk194080355]The concept of identity has evolved over centuries is fundamentally viewed as the elements that form an individual or group making them unique from others, this may refer to characteristics, qualities and beliefs, and are subject to  influences of religion, politics, and may not purely be due to communities of common biological descent(Webber, 2005).   Its basis over time has been rooted in philosophy and social thought and the term originates from the Latin word indentitas meaning ‘samenes’ or ‘oneness’.  In the early medieval period there was an importance with identity linking to the significance of  kingship in establishing ethnicity with the king figure being the central focus of reference for the people of the realm(Webber, 2005).  While the British historian Peter Heather specialized in late antiquity of the early Middle Ages views group’s identity by the historical myth of the group and social norms.  From the first half of the ninth century Vikings had been eventually accepted into the Frankish political life as both mercenaries and raiders although they were considered outsiders until they swore fealty or accepted Christian baptism (Van Houts (2000).  Uponst settling men would marry local Frankish women whose children under the care of their mothers would learn French and so begins another form amalgamation of identities (Van Houts 2000).  Due to a lack of work written by Norman sources up until Amatus of Montecassino who began in 1070, it is evident then that establishing  an early Norman form of identity in history has proved to be problematic, therefore society evidently obtains the concepts of their ethnic identity through their literature and artwork after their conquest of England in 1066. From 1030 there a lacking of forms of narrative history providing and insight into how Norman’s were viewed as an ethnie(Webber, 2005). The name Norman was not a simple identifier of a place of origin, more of a construct  of an identity that had evolved to a certain point by 1016(Webber, 2005), so to be identified as a Norman one would make oneself heir to the culture surrounding the name and further to brand oneself(Webber, 2005).  The Normans were a unique cultural and ethnic group whose identity was created by the blending of cultures with who they conquered, this resulted in a varied amalgamation and indifferences between the Normans of Normandy and those who later settled in Southern Italy, 


[bookmark: _Hlk193367401][bookmark: _Hlk194057992]The ascension of Norman rule marked the end of Anglo-Saxon culture, the realignment of England and the linguistic transition from “Old” to “Middle” English(Otter, no date).  The relationship between the Normans and English was thwart with conflict, there were significant challenges in forms of uprising, disputes and challenges for the English throne in the after math of William the Conquerors Conquest of 1066.  In the time that followed it became imperative that significant effort and time was spent enforcing their position of power and authority in England, such steps would be taken to establish themselves in a stronger and grander manner with eventual assimilation leading to the creation of a new Anglo-Norman identity (Liddiard, 2017).  This would begin with land previously possessed by Anglo-Saxon nobility was now seized and redistributing amongst the Norman lords and their supporters with the intent that they govern it for the king, as a sign of fealty, this was the introduction of a system of social organization known as feudalism (Liddiard, 2017) which proved to be advantageous and productive. Norman castles were sited over existing English residence and was an important form of establishing controlled and strength withing their territories, providing strongholds administrative centres and taking over local power (Liddiard, 2017).  The white tower is one such construct that now stands as the oldest part of the Tower of London and was created by William the conqueror in the year 1076  who was determined to erect a strong tower, this afforded him a strong retreat and wud ‘overawe the citizens a memorial of his conquest and authority’.(‘The Tower of London’, 1854).  Constructed with walls 14 feet thick with supposed tempered blood of beasts in the motar to increase its durability (‘The Tower of London’, 1854)  it stood as an intimidating piece of Norman architecture which dominated the London skyline with its notable Romanesque architecture, included within is the Chapel of St John(London, no date).  In its plan, it is possible that the White Tower took inspiration from Ivry-la-Bataille or ducal Tower at Rouen as previously nothing of this form or scale had been present in England (Liddiard, 2017)  Later it had been extended by surrounding walls and a broad and deep ditch by Williams third son Red William(‘The Tower of London’, 1854).  Towers were of great significance on the continent with high association with Noble status following the collapse of the Carolingian empire.  While castles in Norman England were a representation of new lordship and were often built over English residences and along European Romanesque lines (Liddiard, 2017).  With such a variety and widespread construction of structures they would leave an indelible mark on the English landscape exercising dominance over the local population.  The Normans therefore were creating a persona of a highly organised and skilled military system with social advancements, whose ability to subdue threats from hostile populations were successful and that their conquest would be permanent. Thus, any resistance to their rule would have been quashed and non-sustainable due to their power and ingenuity. 
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Picture 2 The white tower Tower of London – Where To Go With Kids  Accessed 28th March 2022


[bookmark: _Hlk192748332]By the conquest of England in 1066 the Normans were adherents of Catholic Christianity, with their faith being highly significant in their lives and influencing every aspect of their identity. The Normans exercised their connection with their faith in their artwork and architecture where they would display a link between power and their religion (Woodbridge 2005).  There was a complexity between the Pope and the Normans due to their support of William the Conquerors claim offering a papal banner for the Battle of Hastings aiding in his religious legitimacy (Dodwell, 1966). Edward the Confessor was renowned for his piety and support of the Catholic Christian faith, seen as the last flowering of the West Saxon line, as such English historians such as William of Malmesbury  would be confident that for a non-Saxon to acquire the thrown would be by Gods will and so happened the Norman conquest (Plassmann, 2017). There was an expected devotion to god from a king  (Plassmann, 2017), as a belief that God would provide guidance, thus there was popularity in creating scenes of artwork with.  It was common for the Normans to reflect their deep faith and consolidate power they would fund church constructions such as Durham and Canterbury enforcing their control and influence over the church (Liddiard, 2017).  Links to religion in Norman artwork is used to reiterate their beliefs of their actions and their status expressing a sanctity by the church which can be displayed by images of Jesus, churches, or members of the church.  In the case of The Bayeux tapestry, it is considered a material artifact of medieval textile tradition (Pastan, White and Gilbert, 2014) and an important work of pictorial narrative art(Noxon, 1967).   Unlike its name suggests it is an embroidered piece not a tapestry made from worsteds of eight colours on linen of 231 feet,  depicting events leading up to the Norman Conquest and the defeat of Harold II of England within 70 scenes, ( (Britannica, no date). The age of the piece is estimated at approximately nine hundred years made around 1070’s intended for an exhibition in a Norman Church by the patronage of Odo who is present in some of the scenes(Stenton F M, 1965).  Up until the twelfth century embroidery had reached its peak in popularity with larger pieces commission by kings displaying battles they had won.  The section of the Tapestry displaying William of Normandy pledging an oath to Harold II upon holy relics emphasises the interjection of the churches support and provides a pivotal point at which to aid in legitimising William’s reason for invading England (Stenton, 1965). The use of intricate detailing incorporating elaborate foliage, animals, and mythical creatures into their designs were often used to communicate religious or cultural ideas and were carefully crafted to reflect the Normans’ artistic and technical ability.  The scale of the skill needed for this artwork on such scale indicates the hypothesis that the monks of St Augustine’s Canterbury were the artists of this piece(Stenton F M, 1965), that it was supported by the church and was at a great cost.  It can be considered that through such design this piece the Normans wished to solidify themselves as being supported by God in their authority over the English throne and being skilled in their military skill. 
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Picture 2 Harold swearing an oath to William of Normandy  File:Bayeux Tapestry scene23 Harold sacramentum fecit Willelmo duci.jpg - Wikimedia Commons Accessed 30th 


Norman art is a significant cultural legacy testament to the exceptional craftmanship, intricate beauty and expressive forms that continue to inspire contemporary artists and designers, emerging in the region of Normandy following the Norman conquest. The bold and powerful style exhibited by Norman art is symbolic of the strength and confidence of their new cultural identity.  They utilised expressive forms of representation with their attention to detail referencing clothing, armour and gestures.
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