In this commentary I will be commenting on an extract from Dudo of St Quentin’s Gesta Normannorum, specifically Chapter Ten of his work. Before I begin, it would be pertinent to provide context for this source by discussing the origins of Dudo. He was born in the French county of Vermandois in 906 and was later sent to Normandy by the Count of Vermandois. He was a historian for the first Dukes of Normandy who asked him to compose a history about the Normans.[footnoteRef:1] Due to this fact I think that it safe to say that the intended audience of his work was the Norman Dukes themselves. It could have also been aimed at other people who wanted to gain a handle on Norman history, including Counts from the Frankish lands and other surrounding areas. The purpose of the work would have been to provide the Norman lords with a history of their lineage and perhaps to spread the word about the Norman people and contribute to the myth surrounding them. It also allows people in future generations to read about their history.  [1:  ‘Dudo of Saint-Quentin’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 4 June 2017, <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Dudo-of-Saint-Quentin > [Accessed 24 October 2018].] 

According to the website The Orb, which I accessed through the Internet Medieval Sourcebook, there are 60 chapters of Dudo’s Gesta Normannorum and the passage that I am commenting on is from chapter 10.[footnoteRef:2] This means that this particular passage is located near the beginning of the work. The content of the previous chapters detail Rollo’s journey to Francia, and the immediate chapters afterwards discuss the capture of Normandy, as well as what he was like as a ruler. I think that this chapter is important in the wider scope of Dudo’s work as it details the arrival of Rollo and his party in Normandy and specifically recounts Rollo first seeing Rouen and the lands surrounding it. It talks about his wish to settle there as he had a dream vision about the area as well as Bishop Franco of Rouen first hearing about Rollo and his band being in the land. As well as this, the passage also consists of a small poem which praises Rollo and his deeds. [2:  Dudo of St. Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, ed. Felice Lifshitz. Avaliable at < https://the-orb.arlima.net/orb_done/dudo/dudindexe.html > [Accessed 25th October 2018]] 

Dudo ends the poem by writing “with its cry, the strength of ungodliness having been undone. Rather, let the fierce wolf graze at the same time in the sheep's field.” Here, Dudo is implying that Rollo, who is the wolf, is amongst the French, who are the sheep. The use of the wolf here is referencing the Norse God Fenrir who was a monstrous wolf that was expected to return during Ragnarök.[footnoteRef:3] It is interesting that Dudo uses this imagery which could possibly be explained by him wanting to include the Norman’s Norse heritage in some way, possibly as a way to introduce some unsavoury connotations about them without it being too obvious. [3:  ‘Fenrir’, Encyclopædia Britannica,15 February 2018 < https://www.britannica.com/topic/Fenrir > [Accessed 2 November 2018] 

 The time in which Dudo was writing was after Rollo and his Vikings had settled in Normandy, so he could not have been absolutely sure on the facts surrounding the actual events that had taken place, but there may have been stories passed down through the generations. However due to the fact that his history includes events that he himself was not there to witness, it gives him essentially a license to attach any subtle meaning he wants to this. It gives him the power to create events or expand upon real events generating a sense of verisimilitude which in turn adds to the Norman myth. In this extract, Dudo states that Rollo hesitated at the monastery of Saint Peter, almost suggesting that at this point he has a sense of Viking identity still within him, but instead went to “the chapel of Saint Vedast, and he placed upon the altar of Saint Vedast the body of a certain virgin, Hameltrude by name, which he had carried there with him, and a name from the virgin's name has forever stuck to this chapel.” Here, Dudo is assigning to Rollo a deed which is the origin and the reason of how Hameltrudes name got stuck to the chapel. This probably was not true, but it adds to the mythos of the Normans as it attributes a great deed to their founding member.
Dudo includes a hint of sarcasm in the text which can be perceived in the exaggerated way in which it is written, for example, in this quote from the poem about Rollo “behold here the font of the bath where you were cleansed of leprosy.” Dudo is comparing Rollo’s pagan beliefs to leprosy, and that he was healed from this when he was baptised. The fact that Dudo uses this exaggerated language suggests to me that he was not really interested in doing this work, but perhaps only did it because he was paid to, which culminated in him deciding to layer his work with different meanings. At first reading, the work gives the impression that Dudo idolises the Normans, or at least thinks very highly of them. This can be seen not so much in the passage I am specifically commenting on, but more in the preface of his work. He labels Duke Richard as “exceptional” and that he gave Dudo “innumerable boons which without any merit of my own he had deigned to bestow upon me”.  At one point in the preface Dudo writes, “in grief for this leader I would have postponed this entire project because of the very great weeping. and unbearable wailing. which were not only tormenting my heart. but also battering the limbs of my whole body”.[footnoteRef:4] These two quotes are very exaggerated which makes it hard to believe that Dudo is being entirely serious. It further gives the impression that Dudo was not interested in actually doing the work that the Normans had requested of him and instead came up with an excuse that would please (or even appease) them rather than just refusing. This use of exaggerated language could suggest that he did in fact idolize them, yet if you look deeper into it could also be viewed as sarcastic. The fact that Dudo does use so much exaggerated language could mean that the sarcasm he used would not be noticeable to the Normans of the time as they would not have had a strong hold on the Latin language. [4:  Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum.] 

This is not the only Norman source that has this subliminal subtext. Another example of this would be from William of Apulia’s Work The Deeds of Robert Guiscard in which William writes that Roberts wife said “your presence protected them when things were desperate”, referring to Robert protecting the Normans from the Greeks. He also writes “When our people loses your courage, they will lose their own as well”.[footnoteRef:5] On one hand William is praising Robert by saying he was holding the Normans in Sicily together, but he is also saying that that the other Normans cannot live up to Robert’s greatness and essentially cannot cope without him. This hidden meaning seems to be a common motif in works about the Normans. [5:  William of Apulia, The Deeds of Robert Guiscard, Translated by G.A. Loud.
] 

In conclusion, this passage from Dudo’s work is part of a much larger history of the Norman people, but even though the passage is not very long, it provides a lot of insight into the time. It is an important passage as it details Rollo’s and his men’s arrival in Normandy, which is the beginning of Norman history but also adds to the myth surrounding them. The work is very over the top which means that it could be taken to mean different things depending on how you read it. On the surface it suggests that that Dudo essentially idolizes the Normans, but if you read deeper there is a suggestion of sarcasm that is hard to ignore.
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