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Essay: Did the Normans achieve a lasting legacy?

One thing to consider when discussing legacy is the time frame. For the Normans this can be split into three chronological sections; the legacy the early Normans such as Rollo left, the later medieval legacy they left after they started to merge more into societies, and how they are seen today in the modern world. It can also be split into geographical sections, that being the areas the Normans were active across, such as Britain and Italy. Legacy itself is how someone, or in this case a group of people, are seen after their death. To ‘achieve a lasting legacy’ suggests that the group are still discussed, and still viewed in the same way, many years, even centuries after.

A key part of a legacy is how the people it concerns are viewed. For the Normans, this comes into the idea of what Norman identity actually is in the first place, or ‘Normanitas’. First of all, Norman means man of the north. This itself gives an indicator of their identity. The first Dukes of Normandy were originally of Norse heritage, and come over to invade the area of Normandy, which at that time was part the Franc monarchy. In order to integrate into this new culture and society, quick steps were taken to cover any Viking ancestry. As part of this, Rollo, the first duke, was baptised in 912, after signing the 911 Treaty of Saint-Clair-sur-Epte, which made Normandy an official duchy, to convert from Norse pagan religion to Western Christianity. By the third generation of dukes (under Rollo’s grandson), most Norse aspects of their life had disappeared, leaving mostly just a few place names. However, some characteristics stayed. The Normans, like Vikings, were known for their invading and violence. This suggests that some parts of their ancestry never left. This in turn then begs the question of were they ever truly Norman, or is the legacy being investigated just a branch of Vikings? However, as the early dukes did try to scrub the Norse heritage, it can be argued that their identity was ultimately more French. This means that any concepts of legacy surrounding them should focus on this side of their identity. 

On the one hand it can be argued that the Normans archived a lasting legacy for a number of reasons including, but not limited to, the England today.
On the other hand, it can be argued that the Normans do not have a lasting legacy as their dynasty soon married and died out in England.

The first chronological section the Norman legacy that can be investigated is the early medieval era, not long after Rollo the first Duke of Normandy invaded Normandy. This means to see what other Normans, and later historians, thought of the first few generations of dukes. In the middle of the twelfth century, William, Rollo’s son, minted coins with his own face on. This further established the Normans as a settled and established society, as the Kings of the Francs already had their own coins. This creates a lasting legacy as it is something tangible to see and feel in the future. Additionally, as it is quite a bold act, as in doing so it suggests they are more equal to the king, it is talked about more than lesser acts would be, which itself creates a legacy. Medieval historians, such as Dudo of Saint-Quentin, highlighted the significance of the Norman’s Norse heritage claiming that they “are Danes. Carried here from Dacia, [they] have come to take Francia by assault.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Dudo of Saint-Quentin] 


The second chronological section is from after Normandy became part of France, in the later medieval period. This integration occurred in 1204 when King Philip II of France took Normandy from King John of England, as the kings of England owned Normandy after the Battle of Hastings in 1066. As the Normans were so well established as a society that they were able to conquer a whole country (England), it shows a shift from the Normans of 1066 – 1204, and those, like Rollo, who were establishing the duchy, especially as those who invaded in 1066 are known as being from this area, not somewhere else such as France as a whole, or even as Vikings. In the Grandes Chroniques de France, Ms 512, fol. 162r, an image highlights the importance of Christianity for the Normans.[footnoteRef:2] It shows a meeting between Rollo and the Archbishop of Rouen, as well as Rouen Cathedral and the abbey at Mont Saint Michel. This shows how medieval illuminators believed the Normans saw Christianity, as the inclusion of both religious buildings highlights significance as realistically they are not visible together. This suggests that the legacy the Normans left for later medieval historians is one of religion and inclusion into Franc society. [2:  “An image from a medieval illuminated manuscript showing Rollo, Duke of Normandy and Gui, the Archbishop of Rouen. The image is “Gui, archevêque de Rouen, traitant avec Rollon, chef des Normands” which translates to “Gui, Archbishop of Rouen, negotiating with Rollo, Leader of the Normans.”1 It is part of the Grandes Chroniques de France, Ms 512, fol. 162r, which is preserved at the Bibliothèque municipale de Toulouse. The chronicles were created as a vernacular history collection about France and its monarchy, over three centuries. This image shows Gui negotiating terms on behalf of King Charles (the Simple), with the Normans, which lead to the 911 Treaty of Saint-Clair-sur-Epte to establish Normandy as Duchy.” From author’s/ my own work.] 


Due to the following points, the modern legacy is possibly the most important to consider when discussing a lasting legacy, as it shows the biggest time frame that the legacy is able to last for.
One example of lasting interest, and therefore legacy of the Normans, is the Bayeux Tapestry exhibition. As part of such a significant event in British, it may be no surprise how popular it is. Many people are not able to get tickets, and not for lack of trying so due to popularity, and at the time of writing, it is has already had over 100,000 visitors within the first three weeks of the exhibition opening.[footnoteRef:3] Before it was in its current location at the British Museum in London, it had already had over 15 million visitors at its home at the Bayeux Museum in Normandy, since it opened in 1983, by late 2019.[footnoteRef:4] [3: British Museum boss 'sorry' for Bayeux Tapestry visitor issues - BBC News Available at:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cmdx395grzzko]  [4:  Microsoft Word - 2024_PressKit Bayeux Tapestry Available at: https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/2025_PressKit-Bayeux-Tapestry.pdf ] 

Further to this, it is an item that has shaped British and French early medieval history. The tapestry has been referenced many, many times in modern media, such as multiple times in the internationally famous television series ‘The Simpsons’.[footnoteRef:5] Such a prolonged interest in an artwork like this really does add to the argument that the Normans did in fact achieve a lasting legacy.  [5:  The Bayeux Tapestry, an never-ending source of inspiration - Bayeux Museum Available at: https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/over-the-centuries/endless-source-of-inspiration/ ] 


The Norman legacy could be seen to still have an influence on the current British royal family. The names the English, and now British, royal family use started after the Norman invasion. Before the invasion, kings had names such as Æthelred II, which are part of the Anglo-Saxon and Norse dynasties.[footnoteRef:6] William the Conqueror, or William I of England, was the first English king with this name, due to its Franc connotations and origins. Today, the current immediate heir to the British throne shares the same name. This suggests that there is a Norman legacy, despite being a different dynasty, especially in comparison to the English monarchical dynasties before the Normans, such as the aforementioned Anglo-Saxons. [6:  Here, ‘Norse’ is used where those invaded England identified as such at the time, unlike the Normans who rebuked their ancestry.] 

Further to this, the Norman invasion of England and William the Conqueror’s subsequent coronation is often seen as a sort of reset for the monarchy, even in pop culture, and therefore not just scholarly historical circles. This is seen in ‘Horrible Histories’ in ‘The Monarch’s Song’, which does not state any monarchs before William the Conqueror.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  The Monarchs Song 🎶 | Horrible Histories Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vC6okzIKQvg ] 


Another way it could be argued that the Normans achieved a lasting legacy is through having a physical legacy. This includes the buildings they built such as abbeys and castles. Many Norman structures still survive to this day, with some even still being used. Kidwelly Castle is an example of Norman ruin. Even if a building is no longer fit for use, such as in this case around half the structure is missing, it still shows the legacy is there and interesting to modern people as the castle received just short of 30,000 visitors in 2014,[footnoteRef:8] with other years showing similar statistics. Some buildings may have more modern components, but have some Norman aspects remaining, such as Ulverston Parish Church. Here the current south-facing main doorway is Norman, but the rest of the surviving church was built in the 16th century and Victorian period.[footnoteRef:9] Some Norman buildings still do have the majority intact, or are even fully intact and used to this day, such as Durham Cathedral which was built in 1093.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Visitor Figures for Cadw sites – Heritage Futures Available at: https://heritagefutures.wordpress.com/2016/03/12/visitor-figures-for-cadw-sites/]  [9:  Ulverston St Mary with Holy Trinity | National Churches Trust Available at: https://www.nationalchurchestrust.org/church/st-mary-holy-trinity-ulversto]  [10:  Durham Castle and Cathedral - UNESCO World Heritage Centre Available at: https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/370/ ] 


Further to this, the Normans had a lasting effect on the English church. Many sites chosen by the Normans in England, whether it was smaller parish churches or bigger motherhouses, were built on or next to preexisting structures. This can be seen at St Augustine’s Abbey where the Norman structure was built on and around the original 598 abbey.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  St Augustine’s Abbey: History and Stories | English Heritage Available at: https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/st-augustines-abbey/history-and-stories/ ] 

Further to this, even though the church systems in England have changed over the years, such as Henry VIII creating the Church of England, the literal foundations and fabric of the buildings are often Norman.

It can be argued that location affected their legacy. In different areas of the world that they conquered, their legacies last to different extents, and to different affects. The Normans in Normandy, post Norse invasion, may be viewed differently to any Normans elsewhere in the world, or even just in the rest of France. The King of the Francs may have seen them as arrogant, as they were constantly undermining their superiors, such as the aforementioned incident with minting their own coins. 

Similarly, they invaded Italy over the 11th century. At this time Italy was divided into many sections and empires, with the papal states in the north under the Holy Roman Empire, and the south split into various principalities and empires. The area that the Normans captured was Apulia. Today this area is Puglia, the area in southern Italy known as the ‘heel’. The Norman legacy there is mainly physical, with many castles dotting the landscape, such as that in Mesagne.[footnoteRef:12] In Italy during the later medieval period, post Normans, there were many battles and upheavals, leading to a very varied history, resulting in the Normans not being the only main invaders, which in turn lessens their legacy here, as it is diluted among the rest. [12:  Normanno-Svevo Castle - Discover Mesagne Available at: https://www.discovermesagne.it/en/normanno-svevo-castle/ ] 


The Holy Land, as it was known at the time, saw the Normans during many crusades, including the first one in 1096. Today, the area of the Holy Land includes countries such as Israel, Palestine, and the southern Levant. Within these the Norman legacy can be seen in the buildings such as the Church of Saint Anne, in Jerusalem, founded in 1140. Further to this, it goes without saying that the current ongoing conflicts between Israel and Palestine overshadow the history, at least for the time being, resulting in the legacy being minimised. 
The crusades did also reach as far as the ancient area of Antioch, in modern Turkey. This led to a long and harsh siege, in order to gain the relic of the Holy Lance. This adds to the legacy that the Normans were brutal invaders.

The countries surrounding England, that is to concern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, also saw the impact of the Normans.
In Ireland, the Normans invaded in 1169 in Wexford. As the country was so divided in terms of kingdom boundaries, this made it harder to conquer, but by 1250 the Normans owned around half the country. This was in part to the landscape. This meant that the rougher landscapes that were harder to navigate were still owned by the preexisting locals as the invading Normans did not have the knowledge and equipment to navigate through them. Following this, Gerald of Wales described the people of Ireland as ‘barbaric’. This was his work ‘The History and Topography of Ireland’ in the 12th century. It was likely an attempt to legitimise the invasion. Whilst the Norman invasions did occupy a large part of Irish history, more recent and more significant events, such as The Troubles with England, overpowered this.

In Scotland the Normans had a large presence. They arrived in 1072, as part of the campaign led by William the Conqueror. The most notable integration was the marriage between Margaret, an Anglo Norman, and William III of Scotland. This was significant in its own way aside from Norman legacy as it joined the royal families and England and Scotland. Their daughter Matilda, went on to become the English queen, known as Emperess Matilda, during the Anarchy in 1135. Dunfermline Abbey was founded by the Normans and is the final resting place of the majority of Scottish royalty, including Matilda. This shows the lasting legacy of the Normans in Scotland as the last royal to be buried there was Robert, son of James VI of Scotland, in 1602, around half a century later. 

In Wales they also created significant impacts. The Normans gradually took over the country, finalising with the death of Llywelyn ap Gruffudd, in 1282, who to many was the last true Prince of Wales. Again, a physical legacy can be seen at Chepstow Castle. This was the first Welsh castle to be built by the Normans, and to some extent does still stand. This is particularly significant as Wales has the highest castle density in a country with over 600 sites, and the vast majority at nearly 600 of these are Norman.

One way it could be argued that the Normans did in fact not achieve a lasting legacy is because they married into families and their family names eventually died out. This is seen in the English royal family, as it is currently the Windsor family on the throne. This could even be argued to go back as far as the Plantagenets and Tudors, who followed the Norman dynasty.  Whilst they did this in order to have power in a new society, this was more of a short term impact as it meant that some generations down the line, the family was integrated that they were not necessarily Norman in their own right anymore, but instead, for example, Italian. 

Overall, the Normans did have a lasting legacy as in the most simple terms, they are still talked about today. This is mostly in England and then the wider British Isles, but physical remans can be seen across Europe. Therefore, it can be argued that the Normans did leave a lasting legacy as they are still viewed as brutish invaders and conquerors, similar to their Norse ancestors, roughly a 1000 years on.
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