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‘They are a most astute people, eager to avenge injuries, looking rather to enrich themselves from others than from their native fields. They are eager and [indeed] greedy for profit and power, hypocritical and deceitful about almost everything, but between generosity and avarice they take a middle course. Their leaders are however very generous since they wish to achieve a great reputation. They know how to flatter, and are much addicted to the cultivation of eloquence, to such an extent that one listens even to their young boys as though they were trained speakers. And unless they are held in thrall by the yoke of justice, they are a most unbridled people. When circumstances require, they are prepared to put up with hard work, hunger and cold; they are much addicted to hunting and hawking, and they delight in fancy clothes and elaborate trappings for their horses and decorations on their other weapons. They derive the name of their land from their own name: north in the English language means 'the northern wind' [aquilonis plaga], and since they come from the north they are called Normans and their land Normandy. ‘
Geoffrey Malaterra The Deeds of Count Roger of Calabria and Sicily and of Duke Robert Guiscard his brother                         

                                            [image: ]

                                             Coat of Arms for the Hautville family [footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Hauteville Coat Of Arms - SearchImages, https://wappenwiki.org/index.php/House_of_Hauteville [accessed 22 March 2026]
] 


     The piece chosen is taken from Geoffrey Malaterra’s work, The Deeds of Count Roger of Calabria and of Duke Robert Guiscard His Brother, which describes their conquest of Italy and Sicily in the mid eleventh century. It is one of three contemporaneous pieces about the same subject, The Deeds of Robert Guiscard by William of Apulia and The History of the Normans by Amatus of Montecassino.  There are many similarities in their tales but there is no evidence that the authors had direct knowledge of each other’s work.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Kenneth  Baxter Wolf, ’Making History: The Normans And Their Historians In Eleventh Century Italy  (Pennsylvania:Pennsylvania  University Press. 1995) p.5 . https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501 [ accessed 22 March 2026]. ] 

        Geoffrey was a  Benedictine monk possibly of Norman origin but very little is known about him except that  he came from beyond  the Alps and that he was only recently an inhabitant of Sicily.[footnoteRef:3]    In his introductory letter to  Angerius the Bishop of Cantania, he states that although unworthy of the task , he was requested by Roger  to record the history of Roger and Roberts’ conquest of Italy and Sicily, stating  that ‘deeds of brave men should be recorded in writing and transmitted to posterity.’ [footnoteRef:4]  His sources are unknown and by his own admission his facts are not always correct, being proved by naming the wrong king in the beginning of his work.[footnoteRef:5] It is thought to have been written after the  conquest of Sicily in 1085, but before Roger’s death in 1101. [3:   Geoffrey Malaterra, The Deeds Of Count Roger Of Calabria And Sicily And Of Duke Robert Guiscard His Brother , Trans G. A. Loud, p.1, < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=191115>  [accessed 22 March 2026]. ]  [4:  Malaterra , The Deeds,  p. 2.]  [5:  Ibid. Book I  Chapter 2 .] 

  Count Roger and Duke Robert Hautville were brothers , sons of Tancred a minor landholding knight who had already gained a great reputation and made his fortune in France. [footnoteRef:6]  Eight of Tancred’s twelve sonshungry fortaly, and Malaterra explains they were  ‘Looking for land beyond their land of Normandy’ while his contemporary, Amatus writes that ‘This people had increased to such a number that the fields and orchards were not sufficient for producing the necessities of life for so many.’[footnoteRef:7]  However Robert Bartlett feels that they were hungry  for territory  and looking for a land to conquer with Southern Italy being the promised land. [footnoteRef:8] [6:  Ibid.  Chapter 40. ]  [7:  Amatus of Montecassino, The History Of The Normans, tran. P.N. Dunbar, ed. G.A. Loud,  https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=13501 [accessed 22 March 2026].]  [8:  Robert  Bartlett, The Normans: A Tale Of Dukes And Warriors, Conquerors And Kings, Men From The North, [video].2010  https://video-alexanderstreet-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/watch/men-from-the-north?utm_campaign=Video&utm_medium=MARC&utm_source=aspresolver [accessed 22 March 2026].  ] 

             Emily Albu states that Malaterra helped to transform the histories of Normans into ‘champions of Christendom’ but  although the texts are there to legitimise the Normans and to record their achievements, they also contain a subtext of treachery and lawlessness.[footnoteRef:9]  George Theotokis feels that although The Deeds are full of glory  they are unreliable as a historical source.[footnoteRef:10]  Malaterra was thought to have been from  Norman descent, but being a monk, he may  have had difficulty with juggling his Norman  heritage while remembering the reputation  of the original Vikings, who  pillaged and destroyed many monasteries accounting, according to  Bartlett, for the reason that  chronicler monks often gave Normans ‘a poor press.’[footnoteRef:11] This may be corroborated, as in this piece,  Malaterra lists several unfavourable characteristics of the Normans, and although  not directly naming them as being traits of the leaders, one must presume that this was what was intended. It may be, however a method to introduce the reader to actions described in The Deeds as he gives many examples of these characteristics throughout his work which are also often repeated in other chronicles too and presumed therefore to be an accurate description of the race.  [9:  Emily Albu, The Normans In Their Histories: Propaganda, Myth And Subversion (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2001) p.5. ]  [10:  Georgios Theokosis, ‘Geoffrey Malaterra As A Millitary Historian For The Norman Expansion In Italy And Sicily: Strengths And Weaknesses In His Narrative’, Mediterranean Chronicles (2012) ,105-115, p.114. https://www.academia.edu/33643135/_Geoffrey_Malaterra_as_a_military_historian_for_the_Norman_expansion_in_Italy_and_Sicily_strengths_and_weaknesses_in_his_narrative_Mediterranean_Chronicle_2_2012_pp_105_115 ]  [11:  Bartlett, The Normans.] 

        Although this chosen passage proceeds to describe many attributes of the Normans,  it does not directly praise them for their warriorship, this being possibly the characteristic for which they were most renown. Melissa Sartore states that the authority of Normans was established and consolidated through their ‘fighting prowess and military might.’ [footnoteRef:12] Contrary to Malaterra, Amatus writes in the first chapters of his work , ‘they took up arms, breaking the bonds of peace, and created a great army…’[footnoteRef:13]  William of Apulia also states  ‘the people of the Normans, distinguished by their warlike knights’ [footnoteRef:14] Malaterra does however mention hunting, hawking, fancy clothes for themselves and trappings for their horses plus weaponry which introduces the concept of knightly culture which was becoming  popular throughout Europe. Hunting was a passion of Normans, not just for food but for the elite to train for war.[footnoteRef:15]Knights and Chevalliers dominated Norman warfare, becoming a ferocious fighting force and a new part of the social hierarchy.[footnoteRef:16] Malaterra  also mentions them  being prepared for hard work, hunger and cold which is confirmed in The Deeds ,while waiting for battle ‘although our men were in great want, they were becoming weaker with hunger….. they kept up their spirits and pretended to be cheerful.’  Was this Malaterra’s way of describing their military prowess?    [12:   Melissa Sartore,’ Eleventh And Twelfth Century Similarities In The Norman Influence, Contact and Conquests Of Sicily, Southern Italy And England’, Journal Of Medieval Mediterranean ,25.2 (2013),183-203, ]  [13:  Amatus ,The History Of The Normans.
]  [14:  William of Apulia, The Deeds Of Robert Guiscard, Trans  G.A. Loud,  https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=191114  ]  [15:  Wikipedia, Geffredo Malaterra, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Goffredo_Malaterra .]  [16:  Bartlett, The Normans.] 

      Malaterra begins his piece, stating they are ‘a most astute people’–which he demonstrates with narrations of their frequent conquests and examples of Count Roger ’arranging matters carefully’ [footnoteRef:17] and observing ‘proper legal norms,’[footnoteRef:18] implying intelligence and insightfulness.  He tempers this saying  they were also quick to punish anyone who had  done them wrong which was illustrated  when Humphrey, brother to Roger and Robert, ‘ set off to exact punishment for Drogo’s death‘[footnoteRef:19]  but also described by William of Apulia ‘Remembering Drogo's death he refused to grant mercy to anyone’[footnoteRef:20]  suggesting it was a well-recognised feature.  [17:  Malaterra , The Deeds , Book II, Chapter 8.]  [18:   Ibid. Chapter 21.]  [19:  Ibid. Book I , Chapter 132.  ]  [20:  Apulia , The Deeds.] 

         Their eagerness and greediness for profit and power, demonstrated by their many conquests are re-iterated with frequent quotes, for example Robert – ‘burning with the desire to capture Reggio’[footnoteRef:21]   and Roger ’seized by the desire to capture it for he was always eager for conquest’[footnoteRef:22] and perhaps the most telling quote, ‘After receiving the city, Robert Guiscard put into effect a long-standing desire of his and was gloriously and triumphantly created duke.’ [footnoteRef:23] Cheveddon suggests that Robert and Roger were waging war as a ‘God directed activity,’[footnoteRef:24] however Francis Neveux feels that this desire to obtain wealth is a feature common to most of mankind. [footnoteRef:25] [21:   Malaterra, The Deeds,  Book I , Chapter 34.]  [22:   Ibid. Book II Chapter 1. ]  [23:   Ibid. Book I , Chapter 135.]  [24:   Paul E. Cheveddon, ‘ “A Crusade From  The First” The Norman Conquest Of Islamic Italy, 1060-1091’ , Journal Of Medieval Mediterranean , 22.2 (2010),  191-225, p. 206. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233376955_A_Crusade_from_the_First_The_Norman_Conquest_of_Islamic_Sicily_1060-1091 [accessed 22 March 2026]. 
]  [25:  Francois Neveux, The Normans, (London: Robinson, 2006), p. 195. ] 

            There are many examples of stories of deceit throughout The Deeds and this seems to be a common theme which also is mirrored in other chronicles.  Albu states that deception was common in medieval literature but frequently used by Norman historians. If the soldiers were found to be in areas where enemies outnumbered them, they were as likely to use trickery. [footnoteRef:26]  Malaterra states  ‘Count Roger resorted as was his custom, to cunning proposals’ ,[footnoteRef:27] and  William of Apulia describes  Roger using cunning and deceit to capture a monastery with a knight feigning illness and surprising his enemy by  overthrowing the monastery once in the building.[footnoteRef:28] Robert even deceived his own men by demonstrating his willingness to fight on the front line pretending he was a foot soldier stating  ‘I am sharing your work. ’ [footnoteRef:29] Although probably testing their loyalty, it confirms Malaterra’s quote that they were deceitful ‘about almost everything.’   [26:  Albu, The Normans In Their Histories, p. ]  [27:   Malaterra, The Deeds, Book II , Chapter 10.]  [28:  Apulia, The Deeds p. 24. ]  [29:  Malaterra, The Deeds, Book I Chapter 16. ] 

 However, he talks of their generosity and  although appearing to be less critical in this piece, he implies that it is only to obtain a  ‘great reputation’ demonstrated in The Deeds ’Guiscard generously rewarded  his men and by doing so strengthened their loyalty to him.’[footnoteRef:30]  He  uses the bible to justify this ‘Give and unto you it shall be given’ (Luke vi 38) but states  that the more generous they were the richer they became.[footnoteRef:31]  [30:  Ibid. Chater 17.  ]  [31:  Ibid. Chapter 11.  ] 

            Malaterra writes that Normans knew how to flatter as they were also well known for negotiation during their conquests and that they were eloquent.  He was very complimentary about Roger and stated that as well as being shrewd and far sighted, he was ‘a most fluent speaker….. cheerful and pleasant to everyone’, describing everything that Normans aspired to be, [footnoteRef:32] Apulia also talks of their eloquence , however, he appears to favour Robert, 	 [32:  Ibid, Chapter 19. ] 


‘He was distinguished by his eloquence and when consulted he gave a speedy and most pertinent reply. If he was asked for advice, he knew how to give it wisely.’[footnoteRef:33]  [33:  Apulia, The Deeds , p. 23.] 

  
            Malaterra’s final comment on how they received their name is written about by all three historians possibly creating a more legendary picture, implying that they were ‘blown in by the North Wind’ and possibly ‘God chosen.’  It does however give a good introduction to who he is writing about and where they are from. 
               It is difficult to understand why Malaterra appears to be less than complimentary about Norman traits in this chosen passage especially having been commissioned by Roger to write his saga, however,  by describing Normans in this way, he  introduces their characteristics and helps to give reason for their detailed exploits which are numerous, varied, brutal and not least, audacious. 
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