What does the artwork commissioned by the Normans tell us about how they wished to be perceived?
Throughout the long years of the Norman conquest, many artworks were commissioned that are extraordinary to view due to their variety and the number of outstanding pieces which remain to this modern day are staggering in detail to say the very least. To try and answer this question of what the artwork commissioned by the Normans tells us about how they would hope to be seen in the centuries to come, this essay will first, explain who the Normans were and their outlook on their own identity, then it will proceed to investigate how the Normans wanted to be portrayed, particularly in their artworks. To do this, we must analyse the different versions of artwork that had been commissioned during the period of 1066 to 1075. The question above will be studied by looking at three different pieces of artwork; the first, will be a mosaic in the image of Roger II of Sicily on his coronation day. The second, will be of the Bayeux Tapestry, which is a widely known and famously unique piece, and the third, is an insert from a manuscript of Rollo and his descendants. Towards the end of discussion, the essay will conclude with an overview of how these artworks offer effective answers to the question posed.
The group, known as the Normans, travelled throughout the world, continuously building on and developing their culture, while also constantly in search of expanding their power and wealth- modelling the examples left by the Vikings. In The Normans: The History of a Dynasty by historian David Crouch, he mentions that the Normans were widely known for the bloodthirsty and free-spirited attitude that they carried with them wherever they went. He then goes on to note that they, in fact, drifted away from their marginalised origins and became more powerful as they invaded and took over different countries, integrating themselves into the local cultures as they went. From these actions they developed a stronger belief in themselves as finally belonging to the centre of the wider world.[footnoteRef:1] This suggests that the Normans could have been trying desperately to discover their own definition of identity during the time when they travelled to find a home that could support their peoples’ ways of life. The Normans always seemed to uphold a strong sense of their collective identity, throughout their reign, by having the strength and pride for their history and their constant engagement with the myth that has been used to explain the Normans throughout history.[footnoteRef:2] The myth of the Normans is best explained as how they wanted to be perceived and this was certainly not necessarily how they truly were at the time. Therefore, meaning that they helped, if not orchestrated, the creation of the Norman myth and identity which would be recalled even centuries into the future as the ‘real Normans.’ [1:  D, Crouch, The Normans: The History of a Dynasty, (Hambledon Continuum: London, 2002).]  [2:  H. M, Thomas, The English and the Normans; Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220, (Oxford University Press Inc: New York, 2003).] 

[image: ] Image of Roger II on his coronation day.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Roger II, King of Sicily, History Today, Picture of the Mosaic of Roger II being crowned, [online]. Available: https://www.historytoday.com/archive/roger-ii-king-sicily.] 

The first piece of artwork which will be discussed is the mosaic of Roger II. It has been chosen for this question because it was commissioned by Roger II on his coronation day, showing him as being crowned by Christ himself, indicating that he got to that position because God decreed it, because this would mean nobody could go against him as a ruler.[footnoteRef:4] The mosaic is located in the church of La Martorana, Palermo, which was a multi faith church, making sure the many different cultures in Palermo were aware that a Norman was now ruling them. It appears that Roger II wanted this mosaic to be commissioned himself, possibly wanting people to see and remember his legacy and reign in this city. This is a piece of artwork which had been made to show the significance of who Roger II was, the power and wealth that he had obtained during his reign, and his father’s work for the country of Italy.[footnoteRef:5]  This artwork, in the form of a mosaic which clearly survives for a long time, could have contributed as a lasting legacy to Roger’s importance as a ruler. Regarding how the Normans want to be remembered in a piece like this, they could also be trying to present the aspect of the power and influence they had at the time. The Normans might have wanted to be perceived as having strong relations to their faith, hence having Christ personally place the crown upon Roger II’s head on his coronation, as opposed to simply having a representative completing the ceremony, such as the Pope. For this particular piece, the fact that Roger II had decided to have it as a mosaic instead of a regular painting is intriguing, as it could inform us about how the Normans may have wanted to be perceived. This is because, mosaics had been introduced by the Greeks, but the Normans had taken to this idea of having a mosaic and adjusted it to their personal liking. Mosaics are created from little items such as, pebbles and small tiles which are coloured to make these images stand out more than plain tiles.[footnoteRef:6] It could imply that the Normans wanted to make sure that picture would survive much longer than a painting, which could, over time, begin to lose its colour and for the image to fade. It is also important to note how by creating an image of himself being visioned next to Christ, and permanently fixed onto the most religious building in the city, Roger was forcing the people in the city to accept how important he was without question. [4:  Roger II, King of Sicily, History Today, Picture of the Mosaic of Roger II being crowned, [online]. Available: https://www.historytoday.com/archive/roger-ii-king-sicily.]  [5:  ‘Normans of the South’, from The Normans, Episode 3, BBC2, (18 Aug 2010).]  [6:  Annelisa Stephan, ‘A Brief Introduction to Roman Mosaics’, [online]. Available: https://blogs.getty.edu/iris/a-brief-introduction-to-roman-mosaics/.] 

[image: ] Section of the Bayeux Tapestry.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Bayeux Tapestry, Digital Library Federation Academic Image Cooperative, William the Conqueror Center, [online]. Available: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/community.18121662.] 

The second piece of artwork that is being evaluated for looking into how the Normans wished to be perceived is the Bayeux Tapestry. The Bayeux Tapestry is a magnificent piece of artwork due to its extraordinary appearance because the piece had been created on fabric which had images woven into it, using different coloured woollen threads. The length of this piece measures to around two hundred feet long, and two feet lengthways, meaning that the Bayeux Tapestry is one of its kind and there is not a piece like this anywhere else in the world.[footnoteRef:8] It could perhaps mean that the Normans commissioned this piece of artwork, as unique as it is, to show how different they truly were to their predecessors historically. Whilst the Normans clearly copied some of the strategies of the Romans, they perhaps wanted to be remembered as more than, or equal in significance, to them, and to be seen as being as unique as the Tapestry itself. It is interesting how the Bayeux Tapestry represents the Normans throughout this long piece, because the Tapestry has images of people and animals all over it, with Latin writing describing who the people may be or the significance of what is happening in the moment that is being presented in the piece. This could indicate that, unlike many other sources from history before the Normans, they wanted to represent themselves in a way that is not the typical standard of a written source explaining how events had happened. Instead, they have taken it to the next step to physically show people who look at this piece, through imagery, what was actually happening at the time, and this means that they have made their story visually accessible to everyone, not just the elite who can read.  This could also show how the Normans felt that all people were important, rather than just the elite, and perhaps their views of status were different to other cultures at that time. Overall, this could indicate that the Normans wanted to be remembered for the changes they had created and the different outlook that they had shown throughout the world in every aspect of their rule, as is reflected in using such an artwork used to portray the story they wished to be remembered. [8:  G. Noxon, ‘The Bayeux Tapestry’, Cinema Journal, 7, (1967-1968), p. 49.] 

On the Bayeux Tapestry, it is also important to view the images of animals that surround the Tapestry as they describe different stories that are happening at the time. The Tapestry presents pictures of animals and men fighting against each other, which could indicate towards the strength and power that the Normans wanted to display. For instance, ‘we find examples of inter-species conflict, battles between men and animals’[footnoteRef:9] throughout the Tapestry, where Normans are shown fighting tough animals such as lions. This could indicate that the Normans included animals into the Tapestry to possibly signify the comparisons of how each, men and animals fought for their own survival, so they perhaps saw their own battle to find a land to support them as being a natural fight for survival like animals have. By including animal imagery into the Bayeux Tapestry, it could also be suggesting that the Normans believe themselves to be on the same skill level because some happened to be fighting animals like lions in the piece. [9:  R. H. Bloch, ‘Animal Fables, The Bayeux Tapestry, And the Making of the Anglo-Norman World’, Poetica, 37, 3 (2005) p. 291] 

[image: ] Image of Rollo and descendants.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Royal 14 B V: Membrane 4 and 5 Rollo and his Descendants, Module Handbook.] 

The third piece of artwork that has been commissioned in the Norman era is from a manuscript, depicting Rollo and his descendants. This piece of artwork is exceptional for the way that it has been designed, because when writing had been inscribed or as presented above, a drawing, this has been done on parchment, then it has been written on using a quill and ink. This piece is of Rollo and his descendants, portraying a version of a family tree. Rollo was known as one of the first Vikings and the leader, he happened to also be known as a giant due to his height. However, despite the typical way of chaos and violence used during this time, he brought in the concept of intermarriage and settlement in the land that they fought to take over.[footnoteRef:11] Due to the changes that Rollo had introduced and the power he represented, it appears that the Normans wanted to possibly portray this in the manuscript, because of the way that these pieces were hand designed, it would have only been scripted in a few books. When looking at this image from the manuscript, it shows that the Normans had a wide variety of ways that artwork was to be viewed upon. The manuscript entry indicates that the Normans possibly wanted to be perceived as people who made sure that important events had been recorded in their own way through the usage of artwork in any form that could be possible for them.  [11:  ‘Normans of the South’, from The Normans, Episode 3, BBC2, (18 Aug 2010).] 

Overall, when investigating the question of what the artwork commissioned by the Normans tells us with regards to how they wished to be perceived, the usage and exploration into the three individual pieces of artwork have each shown the significance of the individual creations. The Normans constantly experimented with the use of various techniques and different methods of presenting their unique ways of life and world views, via the use of manuscripts, tapestry, and mosaics. This made it become increasingly apparent that they strongly believed it was of utmost importance that they should record everything that was great about their reign and perspectives and actions which it was highly in their favour to show off, having them ingrained into the pages of history for all to see with awe; a fine example of this is, for instance, is the Roger II mosaic. Even though it was not likely that it was Christ who on the day crowned him, in person, the Normans wanted to explain through imagery how important and religiously favoured they were. In another example, within the Bayeux Tapestry, it repeatedly emphasised and demonstrated that the Normans were consciously trying to present images of important situations taking place and their individual significance by using carefully depicted people and animals. Plus, by having this displayed with images, it would help even the most illiterate of people (as was a common trait at the time) understand what is happening in their world, showing the more inclusive mindset of the Normans. Furthermore, the section from the manuscript of Rollo and his descendants demonstrated how desperately the Normans wished to be perceived in book form because of the profound delicacy that goes into making a detailed manuscript and the rarity of multiple copies of the piece, as a result of the practical challenges that come with creating such a source.  Therefore, to conclude, the Normans made it very clear that they wanted to be perceived and gain renown as people who fought hard for their land and resources, however, they wanted to have the artwork designed so that everybody, not just the elite of society, could view this in artwork and enjoy every delicately made point as it was intended, even if they were unable to read.
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