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IS NORMANITAS MERELY A LITERARY DEVICE – OR IS IT MORE THAN THAT?

Normanitas is not merely a literary device used by Modern historians – it is far more than that and in this essay the argument will provide evidence as to why this is. Normanitas is the defining nature of the ‘gens Normannorum’ and had undergone many different changes through the years[footnoteRef:1]. Firstly, the term Normanitas is an identification term on who the Normans were, from their origins, martial lifestyles, culture, and the Normans’ assimilation. Secondly, the term Norman derives from Old French ‘Normant’ and was not particularly used by the Scandinavian settlers and was reduced from the forms of the name ‘Northmen’.[footnoteRef:2] The culture of the Normans also showed instances of a combination of Frankish and Scandinavian elements[footnoteRef:3]. Important historians and chroniclers must also be read to come to the conclusion that Normanitas is not just a literary device – the historians and chroniclers used for this will be; Dudo of St Quentin (Historia Normannorum), authors of the Anglo-Saxon chronicles, William of Jumièges (Gesta Normannorum Ducum), William of Poitier (Gesta Guillelmi), William of Apulia (Gesta Roberti Wuscardi), Geoffrey Malaterra (De Rebus Gestis Rogerii et Roberti), and Amatus of Montecassino (L’Ystoire de li Normant). These are important in looking at origins and way of how the Normans wished to be perceived and how others perceived the Normans. [1:  Webber, Nick, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), p. 175]  [2:  Ibid p. 20]  [3:  Ibid p. 18] 

The origin of the Normans is crucial in proving Normanitas being more than literary, as Dudo of St Quentin outlines their origin and so do other chroniclers and other historians. Firstly, Dudo of St Quentin uses the myth of Rollo as the first ruler of the Normans.[footnoteRef:4] Rollo is not Christian until 911 where God had sent him to find a new homeland.[footnoteRef:5] Dudo of St Quentin also adds onto this by writing in a similar way that Bede had on the Anglo-Saxons that the Normans visited upon the French for their sins and brought the possibility of salvation to the Normans.[footnoteRef:6] This is extended further in history with the Normans identity of being pious peoples, and this is furthered because of Rollo being originally pagan still being guided by God in Dudo of St Quentin’s Historia Normannorum. Additionally to bring more evidence of piety being a common factor of Normanitas a similar theme is found in the 10th century life of Romanus a 7th century saint.[footnoteRef:7] In this the saint Romanus predicts the arrival of the Normans and their conversion to Christianity and in other sources such as Bede’s English it paints the Normans as chosen peoples.[footnoteRef:8] Furthermore, in the 1160s Ѐtienne of Rouen in Draco Normannicus casually refers to William the Conqueror’s followers at the Battle of Hastings as Danes – again imply more evidence to their Scandinavian origin.[footnoteRef:9] Geoffrey Malaterra also writes about Rollo briefly in De Rebus Gestis Rogerii et Roberti – describing Rollo as a ‘very brave leader’.[footnoteRef:10] Geoffrey Malaterra also defines the etymology of Norman; [4:  Reilly, Lisa, ‘Introduction’, in The Invention of Norman Visual Culture: Art, Politics, and Dynastic Ambition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), p. 1]  [5:  Davis, R. H. C. (Ralph Henry Carless), The Normans and Their Myth (London: Thames and Hudson, 1976), p. 52]  [6:  Thomas, Hugh M, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199251230.001.0001, p. 36]  [7:  Ibid p. 36]  [8:  ibid]  [9:  Ibid ]  [10:  Loud, G.A, The Deeds of Count Roger of Sicily by Geoffrey Malaterra Part 1 (Translation), p. 4] 

‘They derive the name of their land from their own name: north in the English language mean9/s 'the northern wind' [aquilonis plaga], and since they come from the north, they are called Normans and their land Normandy’.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid p. 5] 

This provides more insight on how the Norman identity and origins shaped the way in how the Normans wished to be perceived – not only that, this provides evidence that it was a universal identity amongst the Normans of the North and the South. Therefore, suggesting that the Normans shared this sense of origin, and was not merely focused in the North of Europe. 
	Davis argues that the Normans were indifferent to whether they were called French or Norman in the 11th century, but despite this they definitely preferred to be regarded as Normans.[footnoteRef:12] Roger de Montgomery usually expressed his Normanness in one of the charters – having a scribe describe Roger de Montgomery as ‘Normannus ex Normannis’.[footnoteRef:13] ‘Normannus ex Normannis’ translates to Norman born of Normans.[footnoteRef:14] This form of ethnic identity among the Normans usually only adhered to the elites before and after 1066 – however, there may be some cases where it is extended to other groups in Normandy and elsewhere in the Norman ‘Empire’.[footnoteRef:15] William the Conqueror reminded the Normans only of their ‘patria’ (noble deeds), despite the Bretons and the Flemish also being a large number in William the Conquerors army.[footnoteRef:16] This provides evidence that William the Conqueror did view the Normans as distinct himself – because otherwise William the Conqueror would also remind the Bretons or the Flemish of their ‘patria’. To extend this William of Poitier and William of Jumièges often coined the term Norman when describing them in their chronicles, again providing more evidence on how they wished to be identified.[footnoteRef:17] Normanitas can also have more depth to it when adding the place names in Normandy, for example; a numerous amount of place names in Normandy derived from Scandinavian origin.[footnoteRef:18] One may not use this as a feature for identity, however this is a defining factor for identifying a peoples – in a modern context Wales heavily relies on place names as a way of culture and identification, therefore this should be applied to Normanitas. More evidence on how the Norman perceived themselves differently to the French and had a sense of identity is during the Battle of Mortemer – it is thought in the ‘Gesta Guillelmi’ by William of Poitier the French army was made to look small in comparison to the Norman army.[footnoteRef:19] From this extract it is clear that the Normans wished to be portrayed as different and unique, granted this could be a political move – but there is argument otherwise due to other evidence above. Not only does this prove that the Norman wished to be distinguished from the French but also the Normans are fighting the French and are martially superior to the French. Expanding from the Battle of Mortemer it can be thought that there was an Anti-French sentiment amongst the Norman nobles, William of Jumièges also comments on numerous instances in addition to William of Poitier.[footnoteRef:20] As the Normans began to expand it is said that the French nobles began to envy their Norman neighbours and depicted the their hostility as perpetual and naturally was the fault of the French.[footnoteRef:21] [12:  Thomas, Hugh M, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199251230.001.0001, p. 32]  [13:  Ibid p. 32]  [14:  Webber, Nick, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), p. 122]  [15:  Thomas, Hugh M, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199251230.001.0001, p 32]  [16:  ibid]  [17:  Ibid p. 33]  [18:  Davis, R. H. C. (Ralph Henry Carless), The Normans and Their Myth (London: Thames and Hudson, 1976), p. 22]  [19:  Webber, Nick, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), p. 123]  [20:  Thomas, Hugh M, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199251230.001.0001, p 39]  [21:  ibid] 

	There can be an argument that pride is a feature of Normanitas – and to further this argument the attitudes towards Celtic peoples can also be used. Despite the Normans be excellently violent and martial they tend to look down upon the Bretons for their excessive violence, pastoral economy, and barbarous marriage customs.[footnoteRef:22] Despite this the Normans still employed the Bretons into their ranks during the Norman Conquest of 1066.[footnoteRef:23] The Bretons even got a share of the spoils from the Norman Conquest.[footnoteRef:24] In regards to their outlook on Irish people which are another Celtic group – Gamier of Rouen in a poem to a rival poet Moriuht would exhibit abuse toward Moriuht – attacking the Irish’s agricultural backwardness, clothing and sexual habits, and additionally prescribing them as paganistic.[footnoteRef:25] Despite this outlook on Celtic peoples being relatively common during the later Medieval period it is important to note that the Normans were originally pagan and became a Christianised group after the Irish did. Therefore, bolstering their prideful nature and pious nature – which in turn also bolstered the Norman identity.[footnoteRef:26]  [22:  Ibid]  [23:  Van Houts, Elisabeth M. C, The Normans in Europe (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000), p. 107]  [24:  Thomas, Hugh M, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199251230.001.0001, p. 39]  [25:  ibid]  [26:  ibid] 

	The Normans in Southern Italy, Sicily and Antioch had different yet similar experiences to the Normans in England and Normandy. Their experience with identity however is different and how it shaped the Normans in the South of Europe. In their chronicles and histories by Geoffrey Malaterra and Amatus of Montecassino the concept of Normanitas is a common theme.[footnoteRef:27] This can be seen as mentioned above on their origin myth.[footnoteRef:28] William of Apulia also comments on the origin name of the Normans and says the name derives from a Germanic version of ‘Homines Boreales’.[footnoteRef:29] Additionally, Amatus of Montecassino derives the etymology of the word Norman to come from the Isle of Nora and that the ‘man’ in Norman is the equivalent of the French word for ‘home’.[footnoteRef:30] Both Amatus of Montecassino and William of Apulia push a mystical narrative of the Normans and is less accurate than Geoffrey Malaterra that also wrote ‘De Rebus Gestis Rogerii et Roberti’ in Italy. But again, the origins of the Normans is almost always mentioned in their chronicles, deeds and histories – therefore, this is certainly a feature of Normanitas. Geoffrey Malaterra also wrote in the 11th century; ‘quia ipsi ab aquiline venerant normanni dicti’, this is important as not only did Geoffrey Malaterra mention the origins of the Normans in his ‘gesta’ to Roger and Robert, but also still coins the term Norman – continuing the evidence that they remained distinct peoples.[footnoteRef:31] Although, the Norman identity in Sicily and Southern Italy proved to be considerably less strong than their counterparts in the North of Europe.[footnoteRef:32] However, despite their identity mostly dying out around the 12th century – those who did not maintain ‘patria’ and the Norman ways and began to integrate into the local cultures, did survive to some extent.[footnoteRef:33] Thereafter, the Normans did to some extent disappear, as the ruling class gradually moved away from Normanitas and assimilated, the identity fell – and the rebellious Rainwulf is the most Norman leader in the 12th century as he still exhibits traits of Normanitas, whereas Roger II shy’s away from Normanitas.[footnoteRef:34] Although, this may seem bleak with the disappearing of Normanitas eventually occurring in Southern Italy and Sicily – the process of assimilation becomes a common theme among Norman rulers. As they exhibit this characteristic in England, and their entire origin story is the assimilation of the Viking raiders such as Rollo.[footnoteRef:35] Because of this characteristic happening in England, as they began to integrate with their allies after the conquest[footnoteRef:36] – assimilation can be a feature of Normanitas. In Antioch however, the Normans played a different role altogether. Writers stress that the Normans played a huge part in building the foundation of the Antioch state, but there is little evidence of Normanitas – and instead it is commonly seen and accepted that they chose Frankish or French as an identity.[footnoteRef:37] In Webber they used to the term ‘Franci’ which means Frankish as an ethnonym identifier again providing more evidence of the Normans theme of assimilation.[footnoteRef:38] In addition to this more evidence of the Normans’ assimilation can be seen in England as the Normans eventually became perceived as English in English histories, but despite this remained ‘Franci’ in legal documents.[footnoteRef:39] [27:  Ibid p. 43]  [28:  Loud, G.A, The Deeds of Count Roger of Sicily by Geoffrey Malaterra Part 1 (Translation), p. 4]  [29:  Webber, Nick, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), p. 62]  [30:  Amato, Prescott N Dunbar, and G. A Loud, The History of the Normans (Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK ; Boydell Press, 2004), p. 45]  [31:  Webber, Nick, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), p. 62]  [32:  Thomas, Hugh M, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199251230.001.0001, p. 43]  [33:  Webber, Nick, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), p. 176]  [34:  Ibid p.178]  [35:  Loud, G.A, The Deeds of Count Roger of Sicily by Geoffrey Malaterra Part 1 (Translation), p. 4]  [36:  Thomas, Hugh M, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199251230.001.0001, p. 41]  [37:  Ibid p. 43]  [38:  Webber, Nick, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), p. 176]  [39:  Ibid p. 116] 

	In the early 11th century, the Normans became to be accepted as militarily successful and pious rather than barbarians as they were seen in previous year.[footnoteRef:40] Due to this acceptance the Normans had achieved some form of equilibrium and the other French sub-groups were no more or less exciting, violent, or stupid than the Normans.[footnoteRef:41] However, despite the other French sub-groups began to accept the Normans as counterparts, the opposite began to happen in England, Sicily and Southern Italy.[footnoteRef:42] The sources that were written in Old English such as the Anglo-Saxon chronicles always referred to the Normans after they invaded as French or ‘Frencyscan’.[footnoteRef:43] An example of this in the Anglo-Saxon chronicle is when Harold Godwinson defeated the ‘Norsemen’ at Stamford bridge – however, this is referring to the Danes, ‘Frencyscan’ is used when Harold Godwinson is defeated at the Battle of Hastings, which is notably the Norman invasion.[footnoteRef:44] After the Battle of Hastings the English begin to grow a negative outlook on the Normans – and this can be seen clearly in the Anglo-Saxon chronicles.[footnoteRef:45] In chronicle D William the Conqueror is named and regarded as William the Bastard – which is arguably a more negative terminology for the Duke and eventual King of England.[footnoteRef:46] Whereas in Anglo-Saxon chronicle C the viewpoint is still neutral and can be regarded as positive as the Normans are not fully regarded as ‘Frencyscan’ and the chronicle concludes with the association of Duke William with Edward the Confessor.[footnoteRef:47] Furthermore, in chronicle D more examples of negative viewpoints are brought to attention, the author seems to rejoice in Norman defeats – an example of this is the storming of York, in which the Danes and the men of Edgar raised the castle and killed many hundreds of ‘Frencyscan’.[footnoteRef:48] Lastly, it then mentions when the Bretons held Dol and suffered a Norman attack of King William the Conqueror he would go away and lost both men, horses, and incalculable treasure.[footnoteRef:49] These extracts from the Anglo-Saxon chronicles always regard the Normans as French – and scholars can sometimes take this as their identity, but one must take into account the events that led them to regarding the Normans as French. Firstly, ‘Normenn’ in 1066 applied to the Danes under Harald Hardrada – therefore it could be due to not having another terminology for them and is merely linguistic.[footnoteRef:50] But also because Norman was typically an ambiguous and confusing term in Old English.[footnoteRef:51] Furthermore, this carried up until the 12th century where the English exile, Ælnoth of Kent wrote in Denmark and continued to use Norman in regards to the Norse and regarded the invaders and William as French or Roman (Francigeni or Romani).[footnoteRef:52] Continuing from an earlier point in this argument there was an anti-French sentiment amongst the Normans at this time.[footnoteRef:53] Therefore, one can deduce that the Anglo-Saxons decided to coin the term ‘Frencyscan’ in the chronicles as a way to belittle and write their negativity about the Normans due to the earlier events. To conclude the Frenchness of the Normans one must recall to why the English would refer to the Normans as French and the linguistic complications of the term Norman in the 11th and 12th centuries.  [40:  Ibid ]  [41:  Ibid]  [42:  Ibid p. 117]  [43:  Thomas, Hugh M, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199251230.001.0001, p. 34]  [44:  Davis, R. H. C. (Ralph Henry Carless), The Normans and Their Myth (London: Thames and Hudson, 1976), p. 12]  [45:  Webber, Nick, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), p. 117]  [46:  Ibid p. 118]  [47:  Ibid p. 117]  [48:  Ibid p. 119]  [49:  Ibid ]  [50:  Thomas, Hugh M, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199251230.001.0001, p. 34]  [51:  Ibid]  [52:  ibid]  [53:  Ibid p. 35] 

	In providing more evidence on the Normans identity and whether they were different from their French neighbours one must look at the ‘Encomium Emmae Reginae’. In this, the author does not favour the English over the Normans or the latter – but appeals to both.[footnoteRef:54] It describes Emma as living within Gaul, specifically in the Area of Normandy – and that she derives her origin from victorious peoples who appropriated themselves apart of Gaul against the approval of the French.[footnoteRef:55] As Emma is portrayed as an inhabitant of Gaul one may deduce from this as it is written ‘in confinitate galliae’ and not ‘in confinitate franciae’.[footnoteRef:56] This is important as it outlines that Normandy is not apart of France or the Île de Franc. This again distinguishes the Normans from the French creating a bigger argument that they wished to be perceived as unique and distinct.  [54:  Webber, Nick, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), p. 116]  [55:  Ibid ]  [56:  Ibid ] 

	To conclude Normanitas is built up of many characteristics and despite it being seen mostly in literary histories and chronicles from Medieval authors, it resembles the reality on how the Normans wished to be perceived. From their piety and god-fearing nature, to their origin from Rollo and eventual Christianisation, their pride and distaste of other groups such as the Celtic peoples[footnoteRef:57] – but also their anti-French sentiment and how they did not want to be seen as homogenous with them and wished to remain distinct or at least viewed as distinct from them.[footnoteRef:58] But also denying the idea that they were French[footnoteRef:59] – as in the Anglo-Saxon chronicles they are indeed viewed as such, but the events and struggles the English went through after the Battle of Hasting in 1066 is reason and evidence as to why this is, and also the linguistic trouble.[footnoteRef:60] Therefore, due to the Normans’ self-identity – and unique characteristics and argument on as to why they are not French. Normanitas can be seen as a true term and not wholly literary. Lastly, the Normans were masters at assimilation and as Charles Homer Haskins wrote;  [57:  Thomas, Hugh M, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199251230.001.0001, p. 39]  [58:  Webber, Nick, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), p. 116]  [59:  Thomas, Hugh M, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199251230.001.0001, p. 39]  [60:  Ibid p. 34] 

	“Wherever the [Normans] went they showed marvellous power of initiative and of assimilation; if the initiative is more evidence in England, the assimilation is more manifest in Sicily. The penalty for such activity is the rapid loss of identity; the reward is a large share of the general development of civilisation. If the Normans paid penalty they also reaped the rewards’.[footnoteRef:61] [61:  Haskins, Charles Homer, The Normans in European History (New York: Ungar, 1959) pp. 246 – 247] 
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