To what extent were the achievements of the Normans in England the result of the same factors that explain their success in Southern Italy and Sicily?
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 Figure 1                               Map of Norman Empire c.1100 [footnoteRef:1] [1: Map of Norman Empire, < https://normanempire.blogspot.com/> [accessed 10 May 2026]. ] 


Introduction
 The Normans were a group of French people whose dynasty reigned across Europe and even extended into the Holy Land for most of the eleventh century. They are famous for their conquests and subsequent governing of nations, with adoption and often improvements to the cultures of the countries they conquered. They did this by using their well-documented characteristics of fierceness, cleverness and ambitiousness, that enabled them to be successful in their achievements. 
     The Normans originated from the Norsemen who settled in North France in what became known as Normandy in 911 at the request of King Charles the Simple on proviso that they would defend the land from other Viking marauders. At the treaty of Saint Clair sur Epte, they became Christian and swore fealty to the King of France. Bartlett states that within two generations of settling into Normandy they had doubled their land, mastered the area using their ‘ferocious energy and audacity’ by adaptation of social structure and legal systems and had gathered wealth by making it a settled state with an efficient government and economy, obtaining money through land ownership. [footnoteRef:2] They were ambitious warriors who were hungry for land, wealth and power plus spiritual inspiration and knowledge and in their wake, they transformed culture, land and politics. [footnoteRef:3]  They spent the time from the tenth to the thirteenth centuries conquering nations in Europe and the Holy Land with their lust for new land, using their fighting prowess and military might.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Robert Bartlett, ‘Men From The North’, The Normans, A Tale Of Dukes And Warriors, Conquerors And Kings (TV Documentary).  2010 < https://ihavenotv.com/series/the-normans> [accessed 13 May 2026].  ]  [3:  Bartlett, ‘Men From The North’. ]  [4:  Melissa Sartore  ‘Eleventh And Twelfth Century Similarities In The Norman Influence, Contact and ‘Conquests’ Of Sicily, Southern Italy And England’ Journal Of The Medieval Mediterranean, 25.2 (2012), pp184-203, p.185 https://doi.org/10.1080/09503110.2013/799951 [accessed 13 May 2026].] 

   The Normans were victorious on the battlefield, but they also left a legacy of efficient administration which led the way to various philosophies in Europe, including the concept of chivalry, castles and churches and most importantly the idea of the feudal system.  By the twelfth century, the two most powerfully organised kingdoms in Europe were England under Henry II having been conquered by William Duke of Normandy in 1066 and Sicily under Roger II which had been conquered between 1061-1191 by Roger I (his father.)[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Jack Lindsy, The Normans And Their World ( Norwich: Fletcher & Son Ltd, !977), p.277.] 

     When discussing Normans, one must not only describe the style in which they ruled but their characteristics which enabled them to conquer in the first place.  By examining these features, it will be possible to see the similarities of the conquerors of England, Italy and Sicily which will help to explain their success. 







Characteristics
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                        Figure 2.   William the Conqueror, British Library Cotton MS Claudius D. II, 14th century [footnoteRef:6] [6:  William the Conqueror,’ The 4 Norman Kings Who Ruled England In Order’, History Hit (2023),  https://www.historyhit.com/norman-kings-in-order/ [accessed 13 May 2026]. ] 

    
 Normans were united by their spirit of adventure and their desire to obtain wealth.  Although the original Norsemen were pillagers, they were also good organisers, and it was their great governance that became one of the lasting legacies of the Normans. [footnoteRef:7] They assimilated the culture of the Franks when they first arrived in France, wanting to take on Frankish customs to be seen as something other than barbarians. This was first seen with their acceptance of Christianity and then with the adoption of the feudal system that already had been part of France, both of which eventually resulted in Normandy being one of the most developed feudal societies in Europe. [footnoteRef:8]  They continued applying this attribute with the other countries they conquered in England but perhaps more so in Italy and Sicily.  [7:  Francois Neveux, The Normans,( London: Running Press , 2006), p.196.]  [8:  R.Allen Brown The Normans ( Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 1984), p. 40.] 

  They were also masters of adaptability and assimilation and one of the main features of Normans’ success was the adaptation of policies and systems which helped them to integrate into the conquered area while still stamping their authority onto them, using  their power of organisation and assimilation to create a strong and well governed state.[footnoteRef:9]   Jack Linsay states there was minimal originality of governments in Normandy , England, Italy, Sicily and Antioch as  they had used well established administrations of the conquered countries. [footnoteRef:10] Allen Brown thinks adaptability may explain their big success, resulting in them becoming such a major influence on the history of the West. [footnoteRef:11] [9:  Charles Holmer Haskins, The Normans In European History (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co. 1959) p. 192. CHH192]  [10:  Jack Lindsay, The Normans And Their World , p.277]  [11:  Allen Brown, The Normans, p. 8] 


Conquests and military warfare
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 Figure 3.  Battle of Hastings taken from Bayeux tapestry[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Battle of Hastings,  https://www.aboutbritain.com/images/articles/big/battle-of-hastings-AdobeStock_59968052.jpg] 

    One of the Norman’s most recognised factors in the taking of nations was the desire for more land and wealth which usually resulted in some sort of battle. Roger I was described by Geoffrey Malaterra as ’ he was always eager for conquest, ’[footnoteRef:13] in The Anglo- Saxon Chronicle William was portrayed as  ‘he was given to avance and greedily loved gain’,[footnoteRef:14] and William of Malmsbury wrote of the Normans, ‘they are a race inured to war and can hardly live without it.’[footnoteRef:15] As can be seen their characteristics were of ambition  and love of war which held them in good stead when conquering their lands. The Normans had a big supply of younger sons who were bred for warfare, always looking for areas to conquer and ‘booty’ which was not available in Normandy.[footnoteRef:16] This was especially relevant for Robert and Roger Hautville, two Norman brothers who conquered Italy and Sicily and had ten male siblings, several who also lived in Italy. Charles Haskins states that no member of the Hauteville family saw land without wanting it for himself.[footnoteRef:17]  [13:  Geoffrey Malaterra, The Deeds Of Count Roger Of Calabria and Sicily And Of Duke Robert Guiscard His Brother, trans. by G.A Loud, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=191115  [accessed 10 May 2026].]  [14:  Anglo- Saxon Chronicle, ‘The Anglo- Saxon Chronicle: Assessment Of William I’, Medieval Sourcebook, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/1186ASChron-William1.asp [accessed 10 May 2026].]  [15:  William of Malmesbury ,’’ William Of Malmesbury, d.1143?: The Battle Of Hastings, 1066’ Medieval Sourcebook, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/1066malmesbury.asp [accessed 10 May 2026]. ]  [16:  Haskins, The Normans In European History, p.196.]  [17:  Ibid. p.207.] 

        Chivalry and religion during wars were seen by Allen Brown as blended together and Normans were thought to be responsible for the idea of the ‘just war’ which was a holy war in the name of God. [footnoteRef:18]All their military warfare had papal approval, allowing them to fight under the papal banner which was very important to Normans in their justification for conquest.  Knights whose concept originated in France, were the elite mounted warriors who played a big part in the conquests, all of whom shared  a collective identity due to their common military training, also being dominant members of society and part of the ruling class.[footnoteRef:19]  They are often seen as being synonymous with Norman culture as  knights were raised in social circles allowing them to be part of the social elite having been taught at great expense in Lords’ households learning horsemanship and fighting, becoming part of the cavalry on their destrier horses. Norman lay nobles who were knights meant the harder they had fought, the higher they were in social hierarchy; therefore, their position ranged from great magnates to landless knights. Allen Brown states that ‘Not all knights were great men, but all great men were knights.’ [footnoteRef:20] [18:  Allen Brown, The Normans, p.7.]  [19:  Ibid. p.32.]  [20:  Ibid.  p.32] 

    The conquering of England, Italy and Sicily, although originating from the same ambitious zeal shown by all Norman leaders, differed in that England ( following William’s promise of  land and booty, appealing to Norman’s love of adventure,) was conquered in a relatively short time 1066-1071,which Haskins thinks was because of political and religious unity throughout England leading to a single rule throughout the country with forfeiture of whole country to William.[footnoteRef:21] However, Italy and Sicily were conquered by different leaders at different times against Muslims and Byzantines from 1000-1091CE therefore tradition could only be imposed by individuals. [footnoteRef:22] Allen Brown states that southern Italy who was granted unity, having had no political and cultural unification before its conquest, plus  Sicily who was returned  to Christianity from the Muslims, meant that their conquests were possibly more impressive than the conquest of England. [footnoteRef:23] [21:   Ibid. p.223.]  [22:   R. H. C. Davis, The Normans And Their Myth ( London: Thames And Huson Ltd, 1976) p.78.]  [23:  Allen Brown, The Normans, p.5.] 


Feudal system

                       [image: ] 
                             Figure 4.  Feudal system.[footnoteRef:24]              [24:  Feudal system https://jenkinsmiddleages.weebly.com/feudal-system.html [accessed 10 May 2026].] 

                                                                                                         
Perhaps the most important aspect of the Norman’s success was the adoption of feudalism firstly on arrival to Normandy and then with the establishment of similar systems in England, Italy and Sicily. The feudal system had already been present in France and was adopted by the Normans, giving their administration a strong and unified base, ideal for when conquering other countries.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Allen Brown, The Normans, p.43. ] 

   Normandy was feudal by the eleventh century and although it had used the same system as  the Franks , the Normans also improved the regime by developing feifs which were land holdings, granted by a Lord  and given to supporters in exchange for loyalty and military service so could be  used as a ‘bribe’ for soldiers to follow the Lords in their quest to conquer lands. The landholdings ranged in size and income was generated by the Lords taking rents from their tenants. By doing this, the king or ruler would have absolute power and would be able to generate wealth. 
  The  Normans who having adapted the system, took it to each country they conquered as a way of establishing control of the kingdoms.[footnoteRef:26]  After being crowned king of England , William started to distribute to his friends and supporters, land that had been  previously owned by the  Anglo- Saxon aristocracy who having either being killed, or exiled, had forfeited their land to the crown.  This social suppression of the previous aristocracy meant an imposition of a new ruling class. [footnoteRef:27] In Sicily and Italy, fiefs were also granted to loyal knights in exchange for military service, with the kings having a strong centralised monarchy, thus ensuring that the barons stayed under their jurisdiction. Geoffrey Malaterra wrote ‘Their leaders are however very generous since they wish to achieve a great reputation’.[footnoteRef:28] [26:   Lindsay, The Normans And Their World ,p.274]  [27:   Allen Brown, The Normans, p. 71.]  [28:  Malaterra,’The Deeds Of Count Roger’. ] 

    The fiscal systems which were regular methods of collecting and auditing revenue and were an integral factor of feudalism, differed between the countries. In England and Normandy every administrative district had a sherif who was the King’s agent tasked with collecting, revenues from the kings’ vessels in the form of taxes, fees and fines. However, in south Italy, although feudalism was introduced, it was not a copy of northern Europe and Byzantine methods were used to collect taxes. Sicily, similarly, used the central bureau of the Diwan which was the existing Arabic administrative structure of a central bureau, responsible for taxation, finance and managing the treasury. [footnoteRef:29]  [29:  Haskins, The Normans In European History, p.103.] 

    Leaders very often used already authenticated methods of rule in conquered countries because Normans who lacking their own ideas were best at taking over already established systems which they were able to adapt thus making them work better.[footnoteRef:30] Sicily and England had effective governments which they were able to adapt with few alterations.[footnoteRef:31]  Roger II in Sicily, although creating a strong government was happy to ask other leaders for advice while the Norman leaders in Italy tolerated foreign politics and religion, and preserved local rights and customs even retaining local dignitaries.[footnoteRef:32]  Interaction still took place between Sicily and England with them asking advice and comparing administrative experiments with each other. [footnoteRef:33]  [30:   Lindsay The Normans And Their World, p. 229.]  [31:  Ibid. p.229.]  [32:   Haskins, The Normans In European History, p.226.]  [33:  Ibid. p.230. ] 


Architecture

                                     [image: ]           
                                                                                          Rochester Castle Kent [footnoteRef:34] [34: Rochester Castle, https://epicworldhistory.blogspot.com/2012/10/norman-and-plantagenet-kings-of-england.html  [accessed 10 May 2026]/ ] 

Another reason for Norman success in their conquered countries and providing a lasting legacy, was the building of castles.  Castles were fortified residences of the Lords and built as defensive structures but also used as part of an offensive strategy, becoming a fundamental part of feudalism .[footnoteRef:35]  By the eleventh century they dominated the landscape in England and were said by Allen Brown to be instruments of dominance, intimidation and  imposition , which was also the case with newly constructed large churches and monasteries.[footnoteRef:36]  They were designed to demonstrate power, and to consolidate the leader’s authority by being a reminder to all ,of who was in control, although they also  had to be able to withstand an attack.[footnoteRef:37] Jack Lindsay states they were to frighten off enemies but also to communicate to every one of the power of their masters.[footnoteRef:38]  [35:   Allen Brown, The Normans, p.39.]  [36:  Ibid. p.71. ]  [37:   Ibid. p.39.]  [38:   Lindsay, The Normans And Their World, p.319. ] 

     Before 1066 although there were at least forty castles built in Normandy, there were only five castles in England which had been built by Edward the Confessor’s favourites.  After the English conquest Normans realised that if they wanted to retain England, they would need to have a building programme of castles to enable the relatively small number of Normans  to defend them probably against a larger number of the enemy .[footnoteRef:39] They could be speedily built  often by unskilled men and allowed the Normans to indicate their domination by being the  seats of administration therefore displaying their authority for all to see. These castles were classically a tall tower on a large mound which were easily built and known as a motte and bailey and were first constructed with wood but  then later with stone to indicate permanence.[footnoteRef:40] They were no more than a day’s ride from each other so they could easily provide backup and by 1100 CE five to six hundred existed in England [footnoteRef:41] In Sicily, castle were built in every important town, and using local craftsmen, they were built in a blend of different styles, with Norman design, Greek orthodox mosaics and Muslim woodwork.  [39:   Lindsay, The Normans And Their World, p.111.]  [40:  Davis, The Normans And Their Myth, p.111.]  [41:  Lindsay, The Normans And Their World, p.316.] 

     Like castles, churches were also an important part of the landscape to ensure their authority stamped on those who had been conquered. Churches were built on top of previous institutions and in England by the end of the twelfth century nearly every Anglo Saxon had been pulled down and rebuilt in Norman style in the name of God. [footnoteRef:42] They were also used as a controlling network and because of their often-vast sizes with large round arches, thicker walls large towers and decorative carvings were used as a statement of intent. William of Malmesbury wrote’ You might see churches rise in every village, and monasteries in the towns and cities, built after a style unknown before.’[footnoteRef:43]  Davies states that with the Normans being the new masters of the countries, buildings were being used as a propaganda tool,[footnoteRef:44] with bigger and better buildings, some being the largest in Europe. [footnoteRef:45]  [42:  Allen Brown, The Normans, p.8.]  [43:  William of Malmesbury, ‘The Battle Of Hastings’. ]  [44: Davis, The Normans And Their Myth, p.122. ]  [45:  Ibid. p.114. ] 

   King William was generous with gifts to the church, and by appointing his own choice of bishops and abbots, it meant that all bar one were Norman within the next twenty years. [footnoteRef:46]  The interest in churches gave the conquerors ultimate legitimacy as Amatus of Montecassino said of Italian Normans ‘for this land has been given to the Normans by God.’ [footnoteRef:47] [46:  Davis, The Normans And Their Myth, p.71.]  [47:  Amatus Of Montecassino, From ‘Historia Normannorum’, Sources From Montecassino, Papal Sources, Tile 2,  Identity And Myth: The Normans And Their World, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=191114 [accessed 13 May 2026]. ] 


Culture

[image: Mantle of Roger II of Sicily, bearing a date of AD 1133-1134]
 Figure 6.     Mantle of Roger II of Sicily, bearing a date of AD 1133-1134[footnoteRef:48] [48:  Mantle Of Roger II https://www.trc-leiden.nl/trc-needles/individual-textiles-and-textile-types/secular-ceremonies-and-rituals/mantle-of-roger-ii-of-sicily [accessed 13 May 2026].] 


 The biggest difference in the nations that were conquered by the Normans was found in their cultures.  In England, Normans influenced the country by inflicting its social structure, language and architecture, although, despite French being the language of the aristocracy and in the King’s court, English remained the language of the under privileged, and it reverted back to English after two centuries. [footnoteRef:49] However, Normans integrated into the English culture by intermarriage and renaming themselves and their children with English names. [footnoteRef:50]  [49:  Davies, The Normans And Their Myth, p,103.]  [50:   Haskins, The Normans In European History, p.230. ] 

  Italy and Sicily adopted the Byzantine culture even allowing Muslims to keep their customs. Normans were never a big part of the population in Italy and there was no mass migration, therefore they lost their language and identity soon and took on foreign customs.[footnoteRef:51] Norman kings of Sicily didn’t try to look Frankish and adopted Byzantine dress. Roger II had a typically Byzantine coronation mantle, was buried in Byzantine costume and had mosaics in court, while his cathedral although built by Normans was decorated by eight thousand mosaics in Arabic style. [footnoteRef:52] Scholars say that the court in Sicily was far more Oriental than European and even had harems and eunuchs similar to Fatimite caliphs. [footnoteRef:53] Francois Neveux states that Normans in Italy and Sicily were merely invaders who were accepted by the population and never fully integrated like in England.[footnoteRef:54]   [51:   Ibid.p.224.]  [52:  Davies, The Normans And Their Myth, p.76.]  [53:  Haskins, The Normans In European History, p. 230.]  [54:  Francois Neveux, The Normans, the Conquests That Changed The Face Of Europe, Trans. Howard Curtis (Philadelphia: Running Press, 2006).  ] 


Conclusion
The Normans seeing themselves as ‘people favoured by God’ [footnoteRef:55]had an overriding thirst for wealth, land and power which was the driving force for their original conquering of Normandy and then their conquests of England, Italy and Sicily. Their mastery in military tactics and the development of knightly warfare was a fundamental factor in their successes. They were experts in organisation and adaptability which enabled them to take control of their countries and become great governors. They installed the well-established feudal systems of France and then Normandy and with their ability in adaptation they were able to apply them to other nations with modification of their existing systems. Bigger and better castles and churches were built as a sign of their authority which helped maintain their dominance and successes.   There was a great similarity between the three countries in the reasons for their conquest and although there was disparity in the way that they were ruled, it was still fundamentally due to the same principles namely the Norman’s ability to adapt and assimilate that made their expropriation such a success.  [55:  Judith A. Green, The Normans (London: Yale University Press, 2022), p.221. ] 
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