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Question: Did the Normans achieve a lasting legacy?


In this essay I will evaluate the extent to which the Normans achieved a sense of lasting legacy by considering a range of issues attributed to the Normans, including the construction of architecture at the time, as well as considering the socio-cultural impacts of feudalism and expansion brought about by the Norman Conquest. I will challenge the idea that the Normans achieved a lasting legacy, with the crux of my argument formulated around the idea that the Normans simply built upon pre-existing foundations. However, I will consider both sides of the argument in this essay to make this evaluation fair. 
	According to the historian Trevor Rowley, the Normans were a “relatively short-lived cultural and political phenomenon”.[footnoteRef:1] Certainly, whilst we can assimilate the evolution of the feudal system, the Domesday Survey and to an extent, the creation of Magna Carta to the Normans, there exists a school of thought that the Normans simply expanded upon pre-established Saxon laws and government that were considered to be much “more sophisticated” than those established in Normandy.[footnoteRef:2] Indeed, attributing the feudal system wholly to the Normans is problematic, for the land ownership in England before the Norman Conquest had many “features often thought of as characteristically feudal”, and that the Normans simply evolved pre-existing feudal traditions with the introduction of writs that denoted land ownership.[footnoteRef:3] Whilst the feudal system under the Anglo-Saxons was admittedly not as developed as it later became under the rulership of the Normans, many characteristics of the feudal system was already in place prior to the Norman Conquest. Indeed, there is evidence of the word ‘vassal’, as well as ‘feudal homage’ featuring prominently in Saxon chronicles “as early as the time of Alfred”.[footnoteRef:4] In the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for example, the membrane of 1086 reads that “all the landsmen that were over all England” became the king’s vassals.[footnoteRef:5] As such, it is unfair to credit the Normans with the establishment of the feudal system when in actuality feudalism existed prior to the Norman Conquest, and so instead we should attribute the evolution and development of the feudal system to the Normans instead. [1:  Trevor Rowley, ‘The Fabric of Anglo-Norman England’ in The Normans (Tempus, 1999), p. 105.]  [2:  Hugh M. Thomas, ‘Landownership, Government, War and Law’ in The Norman Conquest: England After William the Conqueror (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc, 2008), p. 59. ]  [3:  BBC, ‘David I and the impact of the Norman Conquest’, Legacies, (2014) [online].]  [4:  Cobbett, Complete Collection of State Trials and Proceedings for High Treason and Other Crimes and Misdemeanors from the Earliest Period to the Present Time (Bagshaw, 1817), p. 449]  [5:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, translated by Rev. James Ingram (London: Everyman Press edition, 1912), p. 141 [online].] 

	Indeed, the feudal system played a pivotal role in the colonisation of Britain, and as such could be considered to be one of the most prominent lasting legacies of the Normans. The feudal system under the Normans was crucial in supporting a network of “legal, military, constitutional and political matters”.[footnoteRef:6] Feudalism helped establish the boundaries between ruler and serf, as well as being essential in the suppression of uprisings, of which “local lords and knights could respond” to immediately.[footnoteRef:7] Therefore, we can perhaps suggest that the military aspect of the feudal system became formalised “in response to circumstances”, and as such we should consider the Normans pragmatic in their approach to the suppression of unrest, a testament to their tactful leadership that became synonymous with Norman legacy.[footnoteRef:8] As well as this, we can credit the Normans with the Domesday Book, a widespread regional survey that painted an accurate depiction of Anglo-Norman life. Both the Domesday Survey and the feudal system of England could be considered a social lasting legacy, for they are still of much value today when researching the social strata of Norman England.   [6:  Hugh M. Thomas, “Landownership, Government, War and Law” in The Norman Conquest: England After William the Conqueror (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc, 2008), p. 73.]  [7:  Hugh M. Thomas, “Landownership, Government, War and Law” in The Norman Conquest: England After William the Conqueror (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc, 2008), p. 77.]  [8:  Richard Huscroft, “Ruling the Kingdom, 1066 – 1154” in Ruling England, 1042 – 1217 (Pearson Education Ltd, 2005), p. 107.] 

	Another significant lasting legacy of the Normans was the construction of military and ecclesiastical architecture that emerged all over post-Conquest Britain, that dominated the landscape as well as effectively consolidating Norman rulership. It was estimated that around one thousand castles had been built in England alone between the reigns of William the Conqueror and Henry I, a testament to the immense wealth, architectural skill, and impressive capabilities of the Normans.[footnoteRef:9] In addition to this, castles were often built in close proximity to churches or other ecclesiastical structures, indicating that the Normans sought to be perceived as pious and devotional people.[footnoteRef:10] More importantly, however, castles were often strategically constructed to prevent uprisings and unrest. The construction of castles in places such as Chepstow in Wales and Argyll in Scotland, enabled the Norman rulers to successfully control the Welsh and Scottish borders as well as reduce the risk of invasion. Additionally, the Normans constructed vast fortifications along the coast, their location pivotal to the protection of the country as well as the control of trade and economy.  [9:  Professor John Hudson, ‘National Identity’, What Did the Normans Do For Us? (2011) [online]. ]  [10:  For example, in his Ecclesiastical History of the English People, Bede estimated that Rochester Castle was only “twenty-four miles west of Canterbury”.] 

Castles also arguably served as a reminder of the defeat of the English at the Norman Conquest of 1066, particularly in places of importance such as London, and as such the construction of Norman architecture not only served in subduing potential uprisings, but also as a way of “establishing a governing system” upon the conquered English.[footnoteRef:11] The construction of castles along the Welsh borders, for example, generally successfully suppressed any uprisings that emerged from the fragmented principalities, with castles such as the one at Pembrokeshire essential in the “process of ethnic cleansing” of the indigenous Welsh.[footnoteRef:12] Additionally, the castles constructed by the Normans along the Scottish borders served the same purpose and were strategically built in order to control a significant area of land, that the Normans could use to extend the reach of their power, as well as solidifying their rulership. As such, we may potentially consider this a lasting legacy of the Normans. [11:  Lise Hull, Britain’s Medieval Castles (Greenwood Publishing Group, 2006), p. 24.]  [12:  Harold Carter, ‘The Flemish Colonists in Wales’, Legacies, p. 1, (2014) [online].] 

	However, we must not wholly credit the construction of castles entirely to the Normans. Whilst the Normans certainly fortified their wooden motte and bailey castles with stone, resulting in resilient and often impregnable structures, once again there is evidence to suggest that the Normans were simply following in the footsteps of their predecessors by building on pre-existing Saxon, and even ancient Roman structural remains. Rochester Castle, for example, is just one of the pre-existing structures referenced in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, which was completed around 731, decades before the Normans even invaded England.[footnoteRef:13] As such, although the construction of castles under Norman influence is often considered as a projection of Normanitas and therefore a lasting legacy of the Normans, we must remember that the Normans simply built upon pre-existing structures, and should therefore not be wholly credited with the strategic placement of castles and fortifications.   [13:  Bede, The Ecclesiastical History of the English People, ed. B. Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors, Oxford Medieval Texts, 1969 (pp. 142 – 143), cited in Martin Brett, The Church at Rochester, 604 – 1185, ed. N. Yates and P. Welsby (Boydell & Brewer, 1996), p. 1.] 

	On the other hand, Norman architecture certainly played a key pivotal role in one of the most significant of Norman achievements, the Norman Conquest of Sicily. Firstly, the multiculturalism of Sicily following its conquest led to the adoption and assimilation of cultures, particularly in terms of architectural and administrative techniques that shaped the political identity of the Normans and came to be recognised under the umbrella of Normanitas. Additionally, the Norman success of Sicily can be credited to Roger of Calabria and Robert Guiscard, who not only consolidated Norman power in Sicily through their military prowess, but also expanded Norman colonisation across the island, and as such are significant Norman figures to the successes and legacy of the Normans. Scholarship central to the achievement of the Sicilian Normans certainly exist and provide a valuable insight into the events from which Norman legacy stems. Geoffrey of Malaterra, for instance, is just one contemporary pro-Norman chronicler who testifies to the Norman achievement of the Conquest of Sicily, and as such contributed to and consolidated the lasting legacy of the Normans. Although his Deeds of Count Roger of Calabria and Sicily and of Duke Robert Guiscard his brother could be perceived as sycophantic and fabricated (particularly the Chanson-de-Geste inspired literature that testifies to incredible feats such as Tancred’s slaughter of the boar)[footnoteRef:14], they are instrumental in the establishment of Normanitas, as well as important in the preservation of Norman achievements, particularly in Sicily, altogether contributing to the lasting legacy of the Normans. [14:  Geoffrey Malaterra, The Deeds of Count Roger of Calabria and Sicily and of Duke Robert Guiscard his brother, translated by G. A. Loud [full reference available in course handout].] 

	Similarly to the military prowess of Sicily that legitimised Norman control, advantageous marriages were essential to the Normans in solidifying their power and ensuring that their legacy continued. It was common for Norman lords to strategically marry into wealthy and powerful dynastic houses in order to permeate the social ladder and establish alliances – the marriage of William of Normandy to Matilda of Flanders, for example, “vastly augmented his influence and power” due to the garnering of alliances, which would have led to the consolidation of power.[footnoteRef:15] Alliances meant security, and we can only presume that the Normans knew all too well the threat of invasion, and as such did whatever they could to prevent it. The strategic marriage of Henry I and Matilda of Scotland, for example, enabled the Normans to control a significant portion of Scottish land, indicating that dynastic marriages were a good way to bolster Norman influence and cement landownership, therefore extending Norman expansion in places that the Normans had not technically invaded. Interestingly, Orderic Vitalis gives an account of the marriage of Henry and Matilda in The Ecclesiastical History of England and Normandy and specifically focuses upon Matilda’s heritage. Vitalis makes reference to the “illustrious birth” of Queen Margaret of Scotland, Matilda’s mother, who was “descended from the race of King Alfred”.[footnoteRef:16] It is unusual that Vitalis regards Queen Margaret’s Saxon heritage in such esteem, considering that this text was intended to be read by the Normans. As such, it would seem that the inclusion of Matilda’s Saxon heritage in the chronicle indicates that a sense of Saxon patriotism still existed in the late twelfth century, despite the Norman attempt of Francifying those they had conquered. The subversive subtext of Vitalis’ work suggests that the Normans were not entirely successful – or capable – of uniting those they had conquered under one umbrella of Norman identity, and as such a Saxon legacy was able to survive. [15:  Orderic Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History of England and Normandy, translated by Thomas Forrester (London: Henry G Bohn, 1854), p. 441 [online]. ]  [16:  Orderic Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History of England and Normandy, translated by Thomas Forrester (London: Henry G Bohn, 1854), p. 271 [online].] 

	However, perhaps the most important issue of all, was that marriages were dynastically important, for it meant that any heirs born from the marriage would be of the father’s line, and as such was a continuation of Norman blood. Indeed, one Norman legacy that still exists today is the Normanisation of names in England, with prominent Anglo-Saxon names such as Aethelred becoming replaced by popular Norman names such as Henry and Robert. As such, one could argue that the Normans achieved a sense of lasting legacy through advantageous dynastic marriages that ultimately led to the birth of heirs who continued the Norman line.
	Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that it was actually the women coerced into advantageous marriages that consciously preserved a shred of Anglo-Saxon heritage through the upbringing of their children. Firstly, English women were seemingly instrumental in the continuation of Anglo-Saxon tradition through the names of their children – as the names of sons quickly became Francified, daughters retained their Saxon names “well into the twelfth century”, clearly as a conscious continuation of Saxon heritage.[footnoteRef:17] Secondly, the legacies of the Anglo-Saxons were preserved through the works of scholars such as William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis, whose mothers had Anglo-Saxon heritage, and as such the scholars were raised to “read Old English source material” as well as use “eyewitness accounts” to preserve the legacies of the Saxons.[footnoteRef:18] William of Malmesbury’s enthusiasm to record the “pleasurable knowledge of past events” indicates that he was proud of his Anglo-Saxon heritage, similarly to Queen Matilda (as mentioned previously), whose own Saxon heritage appeared to be the catalyst to her patronage of William’s Gesta Regum Anglorum.[footnoteRef:19] The patronage of the Gesta Regum Anglorum indicates the desire to keep alive the legacies of the Anglo-Saxons in an otherwise Norman sphere, and indeed the source remains one of the most valuable available to historians studying the Anglo-Saxons. Chroniclers such as Henry of Huntingdon who also had a familial affiliation to the Saxons, described the Normans as a “violent and cunning” race, indicating that Saxon patriotism reverberated even within Norman spheres, even if it was not wholly blatant in the chronicles.[footnoteRef:20] In short, it is arguably through the Saxon women of post-Conquest Britain that the legacy of the Saxons lived on, a sense of “historical tradition, perhaps mixed with latent aggression” towards the Normans, the catalyst of the preservation of Saxon legacy, reiterating the idea that heritage, whether Saxon or Norman, was pivotal to lasting legacy.[footnoteRef:21]   [17:  Elisabeth Van Houts, “One Event Remembered” in Memory and Gender in Medieval Europe, 900 – 1200 (University of Toronto Press, 1999), p. 138.]  [18:  Elisabeth Van Houts, “One Event Remembered” in Memory and Gender in Medieval Europe, 900 – 1200 (University of Toronto Press, 1999), p. 139.]  [19:  William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, cited in Paul Hayward, ‘William of Malmesbury: Gesta Pontificum Anglorum’, Medieval Primary Sources [online]. ]  [20:  Henry of Huntingdon, The History of the English People 1000 – 1154 (Oxford University Press, 2002).]  [21:  Elisabeth Van Houts, “One Event Remembered” in Memory and Gender in Medieval Europe, 900 – 1200 (University of Toronto Press, 1999), p. 138. ] 

	Perhaps one of the most valuable chroniclers to historians studying the lasting legacy of the Normans, is Orderic Vitalis. Similarly to William Malmesbury, Vitalis had an affiliation to the Saxons through his maternal line, and as such arguably represents the transition from the Saxons to the Normans. Indeed, his work Historia Ecclesiastica presents a mixed attitude towards the Anglo-Saxon past and the Norman present, apparently sympathising with those the Normans had conquered. Indeed, Vitalis’ patriotism for his English heritage is clear, for the chronicler refers to himself as “Angligena”, or ‘born from an English mother’ throughout the text.[footnoteRef:22] Whilst Vitalis’ work arguably contains much subversive subtext about the Normans, Robert Curthouse in particular, of whom was described as a “weak duke, sunk in sloth and voluptuousness”, on the whole Vitalis’ work is seen as a praise of Norman achievement, indicated by the description of Henry I, of whom no-one was “more wealthy or more powerful” as well as other significant Norman figureheads.[footnoteRef:23] Vitalis’ monastic background exposed him to works such as Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, as well as the Gesta Francorum, and as such, Vitalis is a chronicler considered to be integral to the creation of the Norman myth, as a centralised scholar who drew up aspects of Normanitas from other chroniclers in order to succinctly define Norman identity and legacy.   [22:  Elisabeth Van Houts, “Orderic and his Father, Odelerius” in Orderic Vitalis: Life, Works and Interpretations (Boydell & Brewer, 2016), p. 27.]  [23:  Orderic Vitalis, cited in Richard E. Barton, ‘Emotions and Power in Orderic Vitalis’, Academia, p. 45 [online].] 

	In terms of the cultural legacy of the Normans, is it pertinent to consider the language brought over to Britain by the Normans. On one hand, we can potentially credit the Anglicisation of parts of Wales to the Anglo-Normans, that prior to the Norman Conquest spoke primarily Welsh.[footnoteRef:24] Following the Conquest of Wales in the late twelfth century, the Welsh language in parts of Wales gradually became eradicated, with English becoming the “dominant language”.[footnoteRef:25] Despite their successes in Wales however, on the whole the Normans were not initially successful in imposing the Franco-Norman dialect brought over from Normandy on those they had conquered. Instead, the Normans simply expanded upon pre-existing Saxon English, and it was only later that the language of the Saxons became Francified, “transformed by its long contact with Norman French”.[footnoteRef:26] As such, although the English language under the Normans gradually became more recognisable and modernised, the process was relatively slow, perhaps indicating that the conquered English were initially unwilling to adopt the Norman culture. Additionally, although the Normans certainly modernised the language of the Anglo-Saxons, it continued to evolve well into the late-medieval period before even vaguely resembling the English that we know of today, and as such while it could be considered a Norman success, the Franco-Norman language adopted by the English cannot be considered a lasting legacy. [24:  BBC, ‘The Flemish Colonists in Wales’, Legacies, p. 4, (2014) [online]. ]  [25:  BBC, ‘The Flemish Colonists in Wales’, Legacies, p. 4, (2014) [online].]  [26:  Francois Neveux, “The Test of Time” in The Normans: The Conquests that Changed the Face of Europe, translated by Howard Curtis, (London: Robinson, 2008), p. 197] 

	 In conclusion, whilst the Normans were certainly successful through the introduction of feudalism, the construction of military and ecclesiastical structures, and the Norman expansion that swept across Europe, on the whole I believe that the lasting legacy of the Normans was built on already pre-existing foundations, and that the Normans simply evolved those traditions. Whilst the introduction of the feudal system is arguably one of the Norman legacies that effectively altered the socio-political landscape of Britain until the late seventeenth century, the eventual adoption of English traditions by the later Normans effectively brought about the assimilation of the Norman culture. Arguably the majority of traces of Norman legacy has since been overshadowed by subsequent dynasties, indicating that on the whole, the lasting legacy of the Normans was purely evolutionary than it was revolutionary. 
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