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Text Commentary:
“The ruling family are often the only members of society who can trace a pure line of descent (however mythical) from their heroic fore-fathers, and they occupy a place at the top of the social hierarchy. During the medieval period, there are numerous changes of title from, for example, the duke of the Normans (dux Normannorum) to the duke of Normandy (dux Normanniae). This change reflects a change of emphasis for those people involved in the social order of which duke is head.”
-Nick Webber P. 8 ‘The Evolution of Norman Identity’ 911-1154 (Woodbridge, 2005)

The chosen text, in summary, talks of how the ruling class of a society are the main people able to trace ancestry. It specifies how the Dukes of Normandy adjust these specifics in order to show how the society changes. The first Duke of Normandy was Rollo, a Viking invader. In this commentary, ‘ancestors’ is taken to mean any directly related late relatives of a chosen generation.
Being able to “trace a pure line of descent”[footnoteRef:1] ancestry is usually a privilege that the upper classes have, as it was their ancestors that could financially afford it. This is for two reasons. One is they could afford for their history to be documented, so there is a tangible record of them. The other is that they could afford to be part of the activities that were recorded, such as having high up positions in significant wars that are therefore recorded, whereas those in lower positions in the wars usually are not.  [1:  text] 

William the Conqueror did not choose his eldest child as heir to the English throne. On the one hand, this could be due to William seeing the English monarchy as less important than the Ducal seat in Normandy, which he did give to his eldest. On the other hand, it could be due to him seeing his eldest as not worthy enough. This could, however, just be an example of Normans not choosing primogeniture (having the first born (son) as the heir). 
From the selected text, the quotation “pure line of descent (however mythical) from their heroic fore-fathers”[footnoteRef:2] could suggest a link to the Norse ancestry the Normans have. The Norse, or Vikings, may be seen as heroic in some cultures. “Heroic” is often associated with traits such as bravery, courage, and determination. It is also often used to describe the victor, something which in history can be used interchangeably between to be both a positive and negative, depending on which side is being looked at. To use the word “heroic” implies that the ancestors are being looked favourably upon. [2:  text] 

In the selected text, “people involved in the social order”[footnoteRef:3] implies all those below the dukes. In 911, the Normans were first conquered by the Norse, meaning that was a lower class of people for the Normans to control. The change in hierarchy is likely a reference to how original elites were forced to then be a lower rank in comparison to the dukes.  [3:  text] 

The selected text suggests a difference between the Dukes of the Normans and the Dukes of Normandy. Duke of the Normans suggests that the dukes are separate and other to those that they are ruling, whereas Duke of Normandy suggests a more integrated ruler that is part of the society they are in charge of. This could be seen in the shift between Rollo’s Norse identity and his more Norman successors.
The Norse Vikings are typically seen as those who plunder and pillage. Similarly, the Normans are seen as determined invaders. This similarity is in fact likely due to their lineage being the same.
On the other hand, Normans are usually seen as having a society part of a larger hierarchical system, whereas the Vikings had more tribe and clan like communities.
Norse religion was, and sometimes still is, seen as pagan. By definition this means that it is a religion that predates the biggest religions of today’s world, such as Christianity, and often has multiple gods, sometimes focusing on the natural world.[footnoteRef:4] Norse religion is characterised by many gods and does predate Christianity.  [4:  PAGAN | English meaning - Cambridge Dictionary https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/pagan] 

This is in comparison to Christianity. This itself, in terms of the Normans, can be split into two categories- Western and then Eastern/ Orthodox. 
Western Christianity is characterised by having a central authority figure and 3D iconography. For the Normans this included abbeys and cathedrals such as that in Rouen. Shifting to Christianity, the amin religion of the Francs at the time, showed devotion to the king, and that the Normans were willing to be part of that society and culture, and not completely overrule everything that was already there. 
Orthodox Christianity is characterised by governance at a more local level, and 2D iconography. At the time of the Norman crusades, this included the Great Schism of 1054, which formally separated the two branches of Christianity. 
One the one hand, ancestry was a central part of Norman identity. As seen in the medieval scroll depicting Norman ancestry,[footnoteRef:5] Rollo is shown to be at the top, therefore suggesting that he started the Norman line. This implies a clean break and fresh start from the Norse heritage that the Normans have. However, this is a later medieval image, meaning that it is not necessarily representee of Rollo’s own true opinions and feelings on the matter, as it was likely created to prove the legitimacy of Edward I of England’s claim to the throne through Norman blood, as was created during his reign, in 1300. Therefore, possibly showing a difference in how ancestry is perceived by the Normans at the time, versus how it was and is perceived by historians. [5:  Genealogical roll recording the Norman ancestry of William… — PICRYL - Public Domain Media Search Engine https://picryl.com/media/genealogical-roll-recording-the-norman-ancestry-of-william-the-conqueror-england-c0105f] 

Building castles, made of stone rather than just timber, suggests an even more obvious sense of permanence and stability. Have something so, literally, set in stone shows the people that they were invading that they were in fact there to stay, and were establishing themselves as the ones in power, as the castles gave them something of their own to defend, and also to use as a base to govern from. This demonstrates the shift to being part of Norman society.
Ethnic identity can be linked to a sense of ancestry due to both aspects being part of ones heritage. The Normans did also travel to other locations throughout Europe in the medieval period. In these places they established more Norman settlements. Although not Norman in a geographical sense, it was people from Normandy, under Rollo and his successors, that were doing the invading and conquering, such as in Italy.
During the crusades to the Holy Lands, the Western armies ‘discovered’ that some of the areas in the Holy Land actually had more developed societies, especially in terms of maths and medicine, but were seen as ‘lesser’ by some Westerners due to factors such as differing religions, such as Islam and Judaism, which like Norse religion, could also be seen as Pagan by some. This can also be seen in the aforementioned section about the two versions of Christianity. 
Ancestry could be argued to be a lesser part of Norman identity as they covered their Norse tracks. One way through the aforementioned changes in religion. Another way this is done is through the name changes that occur with the first Duke of Normandy, when Rollo became Robert. There are fewer accessible records on other Norse-Normans of his generation that also did this, but for those higher up in society, it is likely that they may also have done, in order to have some form of accepted power. 
Overall, Webber sees ancestry as part of Norman identity. Normans themselves likely rebuked the idea of having Norse ancestors, but made strong links to the early dukes and Normandy.
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