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A commentary on Dudo of St. Quentin’s, Gesta Normannorum Chapter 10 and Apostrophe.

Dudo, canon of St Quentin, was sent on an embassy to Duke Richard I by the count of Vermandois and visited Rouen many times after that mission before being employed to write a history of Norman dukes. Dudo was well educated and a trained poet. The Gesta Normannorum[footnoteRef:1] was completed between 1015 and 1026 providing a record of chanson de geste, oral tradition and information pertaining to the emerging Norman court. The gesta begins with a letter to the bishop of Laon, Adalberon, in which Dudo expresses that he did not compose this history voluntarily, ‘I want to render you certain. so that you do not suppose that I willingly stuck to this work; Or that I began it of my own free-willed will.’[footnoteRef:2] It was not unusual for medieval writers to pose as reluctant writers, however, Dudo fulfilled this role with flamboyant confidence. Emily Albu regards Dudo as ‘one of the most talented spin-doctors of the Middle Ages.’[footnoteRef:3] The gesta contains a level of bias because it was written slightly after the events it documents and contains a undertone of sarcasm. However, no other primary sources are contradictory to the gesta, and the confirm the facts. Therefore, the gesta provides an important permanent record of the history of the emerging Norman realm as well as an insight into Norman identity, specifically how they viewed themselves.  [1:  Dudo of St. Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, HPHI6009 Module Reader.]  [2:  ibid]  [3:  E. Albu, The Normans in their Histories: Propaganda, Myth and Subversion (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2001) p.8] 


[bookmark: _Hlk528949730]Chapter 10 of Dudo’s Gesta Normannorum, documents Rollo’s discovery of the town of Rouen which he had envisioned while at sea and his decision to settle there. It is written in a Christian time frame, ‘in the eight hundred seventy sixth year of the Lord’s incarnation,’[footnoteRef:4] which has two functions. Firstly, by adding facts, such as the date, the story is given credibility. Secondly, it provides some justification for the violent acts of the Normans by suggesting that they are good Christians acting out the will of God. An example of this is the sacrifice and offering of the virgin, Hameltrude, to Saint Vedast. The act of human sacrifice is considered a pagan act, which Normans appear to justify by reminding the reader of their conversion to Christianity. Furthermore, Dudo states that the ‘virgin’s name has forever stuck to this chapel. And that place is called at Saint Hameltrude by the residents.’[footnoteRef:5] This acceptance, and celebration, of the sacrifice by the local Christians provides further justification. [4:  Dudo, Gesta Normannorum]  [5:  ibid] 


The chapter contains further evidence of Rollo and his fellow Norman’s conversion to Christianity,
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.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  ibid] 

Before converting to Christianity, the Normans would not have hesitated to pillage the treasure within the monastery. However, within the text, Rollo is being depicted as a changed man who, after some consideration, decides to moor on the opposite side of the river. This act signifies a distancing of these Christian Normans from their barbaric past. Thus, giving them a level of legitimacy. In addition, Dudo describes the river Seine as ‘flowing with its crystal-clear courses and lapping the fragrant grasses of its elevated banks.’[footnoteRef:7] This description is reminiscent of the descriptions within the bible of the promised land which God promises to Abraham and his decedents, ‘If the Lord is pleased with us, he will lead us into that land, a land flowing with milk and honey, and will give it to us’ (Numbers 14:8). This comparison suggests that God favours Rollo and his followers. Therefore, providing them with the land in which they can flourish.   [7:  ibid] 


The Apostrophe, one of the verse sections within the gesta, resembles a classical chorus, discussing developing events with a sarcastic subtext. He describes the Normans as wolves, stating, ‘let the fierce wolf graze at the same time in the sheep's field.’[footnoteRef:8] This is a derogatory term because wolves are predators and within Norse mythology, ‘no other monster so embodied destruction.’[footnoteRef:9] In the Norse myth, Ragnarök, it is foretold that the wolf Fenrir will break free of the shackles placed on him by the gods and run throughout the world devouring everything in his path. Furthermore, the wolves Skoll and Hati, who have hunted the moon and sun since the beginning of time will finally catch their prey. Learned states,  [8:  Dudo, Gesta Normannorum]  [9:  K. Crossley-Holland, The Norse Myths (New York: Pantheon, 1980), p.193.] 

The idea of the wolf in northern mythology is a development from        the natural hostility existing between wolf and man. Hence we have        in the Edda Fenrir, that grotesque conception of the wolf as an all-devouring monster.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  K. Smith and M. Learned, An Historical Study of the Werwolf in Literature, PMLA, vol.8 (1893) pp. xi-xii. Available at www.JSTOR.org (accessed 01/11/1018)] 

This conception of the wolf as an ‘all-devouring monster’ can be considered a reflection of the Normans fierce reputation. 

In addition, the wolf features within old English literature as one of the ‘Beasts of Battle’. This Germanic poetic trope is traditionally used to foreshadow death in battle. Furthermore, the beasts feast on the bodies of the slain after the battle. In the Anglo-Saxon poem, The Battle of Maldon, the wolf is used as a metaphor to describe the invading Vikings, ‘the wolves of slaughter (waelwulfas)’[footnoteRef:11] They are described in this way to demonise them. However, when considering the ‘beasts of battle’ from a Norman viewpoint, it can be interpreted as embodying their opportunistic and warrior spirit that form part of Normanitas. [11:  The Battle of Maldon, CSEN5006 Module Handbook] 


The section of Dudo’s Gesta Normannorum examined within this commentary depicts many aspects of Normanitas. The Norman’s ability to adapt to different aspects of the Frankish culture is evident within the text. Most notably, they adopt the Frankish religion of Christianity which forms an important part of the developing Norman identity. Furthermore, the text alludes to the Normans self-proclaimed dukedom which is evidence of their ambition and arrogance. Whereas, the wolf symbolism, reflects the Normans violent, and often ruthless tendencies, in addition to their opportunistic nature.  
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