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Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum
Chapter 10: Rollo sees the town of Rouen and determines to settle there in fulfilment of his dream-vision

Thus in the eight hundred seventy sixth year from the lord's incarnation, noble Rollo, forsaking the bed of the River Schelde on the advice of his fideles, launched his sails before the ship-bearing winds and came by ship to Jumièges, having traversed the deep where the cerulean whirlpool of the Seine, flowing with its crystal-clear courses and lapping the fragrant grasses of its elevated banks and, going to the open main of the inundating sea, discharges itself, and is often repelled, according to the intervals of the moon, by a more swollen billow of the sea itself. And seeing the monastery of Saint Peter and reckoning the place to be holy and embellished with abodes of monkish habitation, he hesitated to linger there, but steered his ships to the other side of the river, to the chapel of Saint Vedast, and he placed upon the altar of Saint Vedast the body of a certain virgin, Hameltrude by name, which he had carried there with him, and a name from the virgin's name has forever stuck to this chapel. And that place is called at Saint Hameltrude by the residents. Thus the inhabitants of Rouen, poor men and destitute merchants, and the dwellers in that region, hearing that a plentiful multitude of Normans was at Jumièges, came of one mind to Bishop Franco of Rouen, in order to take counsel about what to do. But Franco immediately sent to Rollo, that he might give a guarantee of safety to himself and to those abiding in the district. Truly Rollo, ascertaining that there lingered in the town and in its territory none except a defenceless mass, gave the bishop a guarantee of safety on the strength of his own assurance. And then, pursuing a course of navigation beneficial to himself, he came to Rouen and secured his ships, plentifully furnished with a very large war band, at the gate which is connected to the church of Saint Martin. Moreover, coming down off the ship and surveying the town at a swift pace, he saw its monuments laid in ruins, and large stones torn away from sanctuaries, churches shaken from their foundations and walls smashed on every side, and a small and defenceless band, and he began to be perplexed in spirit. And to fasten his sight in sole contemplation, recalling the vision which he had had beyond the sea.

Oh Rollo, mighty duke and most superior leader,
Through Christ’s gift this town will flourish under your leadership,
It will be built at a future time, once the realm has been calmed by peace,
Once the Franks have been devoured by war, and the populace broken.
Behold the mount of the church where you kept seeing yourself rejoice,
Behold here the font of the bath where you were cleansed of leprosy.
This fatherland is to be built by your followers, themselves renewed in the font.
To the peoples in that town you will give laws and alliances
And rights likewise, with the fear of strict penalty.
Marvellously, then, in the coming time of your descendants
Fierce ages will grow tame, wars having been banished, 
And ungodly fury, sitting on its arms, will challenge no one
With its cry, the strength of ungodliness having been undone.
Rather, let the fierce wolf graze at the same time in the sheep's field. 






This extract is from Dudo of Saint-Quentin’s Gesta Normanorum, sometimes known as the De moribus et actis primorum Normanniae ducum. It portrays the formation of the Normans as a people, separate from their Scandinavian counterparts. [footnoteRef:1] The extract focuses upon Rollo, a Viking leader, and his forces, arriving in Rouen, in the year 911. The piece was commissioned in c.987 by Richard I, Duke of Normandy a descendant of Rollo. Many, such as Albu, have suggested that this piece was intended to be used by the Normans, as a tool to solidify their claim to the land in which they resided, Normandy.[footnoteRef:2] Documentation of their history, such as this, was clearly important to the Normans and many historians have noted how, after Dudo, the Normans produced a large number of histories to document both themselves and their achievements.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  E. Christiansen, History of the Normans, translated by E. Christiansen, (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1998), p. xiii.]  [2:  E. Albu, The Normans and their Histories: propaganda, myth, and subversion (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2001), p. 2.]  [3:  R. H. C. Davies, The Normans and their Myth (London: Thames & Hudson, 1976), p. 15.] 

Firstly, Dudo began writing over seventy years after the arrival of Rollo in Normandy, the Gesta Normanorum was clearly an attempt by Richard I to further solidify his claim to his land as a rightful Duke, rather than simply an invader that has settled. Dudo’s work, at first glance, continually emphasises the religious belief that God’s will influenced Rollo’s actions displayed within the extract. This strong religious theme is used by Dudo as he recounts Rollo’s vision, ‘Through Christ’s gift this town will flourish under your leadership’. Dudo is attempting to emphasize the Normans proposed connection between Richard’s lineage and God. It can be deduced that, at the time of Dudo’s commission, Richard I wished to display his divine right to his land in a way similar to the French and their supposed connections to Charlemagne and Christ.
Secondly, there are many exaggerated facts within Dudo’s writing. One of the best examples of this is Dudo’s excessive landscape description of the Schlede riverside, where he writes ‘… The cerulean whirlpool of the Seine, flowing with its crystal-clear courses and lapping the fragrant grasses of its elevated banks…’. This is clearly an attempt to overlook the fact that Rollo and his men were invading, rather than coming to help the people of Rouen. It also seems as through Dudo used this section as a chance to display his skills as a writer, through the use of such descriptive language. Dudo has intelligently portrayed the Normans, in such a way that a reader might be forgiven for believing his portrayal. This appears to be a romanticised version of history which soon becomes a tool used by the Normans to portray their desired ideologies and perceptions to others, such as justifying their landholdings in France, and later advances such as those in Italy, Sicily and England.[footnoteRef:4] Dudo maintains a high level of realistic detail throughout his work, such as the named churches, and although Rollo is indeed placed in a seemingly very good light, the facts of location make for a much more realistic retelling of the formation of the Normans as a people, entirely separate from their Scandinavian roots.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Ibid, p. 14.]  [5:  E. Albu, The Normans and their Histories: propaganda, myth, and subversion, p. 1.] 

Thirdly, one of the most intriguing facts surrounding Dudo’s work is that at first glance, he appears to be a supporter of the Normans. However, a deeper analysis of the text, reveals that in fact Dudo most likely saw the Normans as invaders, as he writes ‘But Franco immediately sent to Rollo, that he might give a guarantee of safety to himself and to those abiding in the district.’, this extract illustrates Dudo’s understanding that the Normans were an undeniable threat to the people of Rouen. Which is a view that the rest of the French aristocracy more than likely shared, regardless of the Normans’ attempts to merge into the French lifestyle,[footnoteRef:6]  this is where Dudo’s true skills are shown within the extract. It can be suggested that the Normans would have been able to neither speak not read Latin, the language of Dudo’s text, so it can be further assumed that any subtext added by Dudo would have been missed by any Norman readers. That would not have been missed by more skilled readers, such as any native French readers, this shows an undeniable deceitfulness on Dudo’s part. Arguably and possibly more importantly, R. H. C. Davies suggests that at this time, the Normans simply were not French regardless of their want to be.[footnoteRef:7] This also can be seen in the final line of the extract where Dudo writes ‘Rather, let the fierce wolf graze at the same time in the sheep’s field’. Dudo uses this metaphor of the French sharing land peacefully with a dangerous enemy implies that not all of the French had agreed with King Charles the Simple’s decision to allow the Normans to settle, even if it had been an attempt to prevent further Scandinavian invasions at the time.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  N. Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), p. 2.]  [7:  R. H. C. Davies, The Normans and their Myth, p. 13.]  [8:  R. H. C. Davies, The Normans and their Myth, p. 12, N. Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 911-1154, p. 1.] 

Fourthly, Dudo describes Rollo’s supposed vision through the intelligent use of poetic language. The vision states that Rollo would make the city of Rouen glorious, and emphasises that before his arrival, the city was in ruin. This seems to show the Normans skill as builders and settlers rather than the invaders that they clearly were. The text boldly attempts to gloss over the fact that the inhabitants of the land were more than likely terrified of Rollo and his forces. So much so that they sought aid and defence from the Bishop Franco of Rouen, a figure whose entire existence is unlikely, given that his name translates as ‘French’. This suggests how Dudo skilfully added and removed certain aspects of Rollo’s life in the narrative, in order to meet the wishes of Richard I, whilst still making his personal opinions, as well as the opinions of the French people, clear. 
Finally, given that no other work had been written about the Normans at Dudo’s time of writing, this document provides the opportunity to demonstrate how the Normans attempted to influence their own history. This can be easily evidenced within the extract where Rollo is being referred to as a ‘mighty duke’. A term which would have meant little to Rollo, but was however, a term with which Richard I would have been familiar. These analyses and assessments of double-meanings within the text highlight the fact that Dudo’s Gesta Normanorum was a highly edited version of history, and one that was fundamentally designed to improve the Normans political image.
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