To what extent were the Normans united by a shared sense of identity?

The Normans were a people of mixed Frankish and Scandinavian origin who settled in Normandy from around 911, they had managed by the twelfth century to conquer vast areas of Europe and the east and impacted the medieval period massively. The Normans were a faction that survived by means of political union, adaptation and strong territorial bonds. They associated themselves with strong beliefs and characteristics, some of these were an invention of their own making but others were perceptions made by others, the most important being their military prowess. They survived as a strong military force by assimilating and adopting the customs of the customs of the people they conquered resulting in Norman societies in different parts of the world.[footnoteRef:1] This essay will discuss how the Normans in the tenth and into eleventh century did have a shared sense of identity, with a strong belief in themselves. However, towards the end of the eleventh century the influence of the Normans was waning which in turn meant their identity was disappearing also. This was due to several reasons, by the mid eleventh century, the Normans were no longer conquering lands and their allegiance to their homeland of Normandy had perhaps shifted towards the lands in which they now lived.  [1:  Rowley, T., The Normans (Gloucestershire: Tempus Publishing Ltd, 2000)] 


During the period of 911-1154 a newly formed people came to control the French duchy of Normandy but also the kingdoms of England and Sicily. These people were comprised of Scandinavian settlers who would eventually become known as the Normans.[footnoteRef:2] The decision made by Charles the Simple, to allow these travellers to settle in Frankish land would shape the history and future of Europe massively. By the eleventh and twelfth centuries the Normans as they were referred to by the English became a people renowned throughout their Frankish homeland and an area stretching from Ireland to the Holy Land.[footnoteRef:3] The Normans may have conquered England and other large territories but Normandy would remain the traditional patria or homeland of the Norman people. It was Normandy that the name and the concept of their identity originated and within time would become inextricably bound.[footnoteRef:4] The original Viking settlers were very different from their neighbours and subjects, as time progressed they assimilated quite quickly into the Christian Frankish culture that they were surrounded by. Within two generations, the Norman settlers were little different from the Franks, they had absorbed their language and culture and with this assimilation came a legitimacy over their territory that was lacking previously.[footnoteRef:5] R.H.C Davis explored the nature of Norman identity, Normanitas and how they shaped themselves as a strong united people who would have great control over the medieval world. His work and the others that have also explored this subject leave no doubt that before and after 1066 a strong sense of ethnic identity existed within Normandy.[footnoteRef:6] William of Poitiers states that when William the Conqueror addressed his troops before battle he reminded them of their patria and of their great name and history. Whether William did this or not, his biographers description shows that in 1066, the Normans considered themselves to be a distinct and proud people with their own history and homeland.[footnoteRef:7] The essence of what it was to be Norman is perhaps best seen within the Norman leaders. Marjorie Chibnall sums this argument, “the Norman people were product, not of blood, but of history…the distinguishing feature of the Normans was allegiance to a leader, not ethnic unity.”[footnoteRef:8] The Norman rulers personified the true values of Normanitas and what it meant to be called a Norman. The Normans maintained their strong sense of identity throughout the centuries by developing their own origin myths and history. These works had a focus on the ‘greats,’ Dudo of Saint-Quentin was one of the first to begin shaping the history of the Norman past that we know of today, he created the foundations of what was to become the Norman identity.[footnoteRef:9] Dudo’s depiction of the Normans was accepted amongst the elites, which suggests that they thought that Dudo was portraying them in a way that they saw themselves or were willing to be seen, he was therefore expressing their identity.[footnoteRef:10] Because the myth of the Normans existed and was accepted it became a reality and thus a distinct identity was created. An ‘us and them’ mentality was created that was present for a long duration, this mentality would eventually begin to fade and change when the ideology of identifying as Norman began to change and was no longer as important as it was to the original people who had settled into Normandy. People began to instead identify with the lands they had conquered, whether that be England, Italy or another region. The Normanni became those who were at home in Normandy and served the dux Normanniae. The Normans had conquered many places but had only named one, the true Normans were those who were of Normandy. There were also problems with the Norman ruler. He was not the true ruler of Normandy as it was part of France and therefore part of the rex Franciae and he was also not a Norman.[footnoteRef:11] [2:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2005) p. 2
]  [3:  Ibid p. 2]  [4:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 56]  [5:  Crouch, D., The Normans: The History of a Dynasty (London: Hambledon Continuum, 2007)]  [6:  Thomas, H. M., The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) p.32
]  [7:  Ibid p.32]  [8:  Chibnall, M, The Normans (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) P 3-4 ]  [9:  Thomas, H. M., The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (2003) p.35
]  [10:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 24]  [11:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 178] 


The most famous of the Norman conquests was the invasion of England, it is also the most documented. The sources we have available got this period of history are plentiful, and they can easily be divided into two sections, those that were written in England and those written in Normandy. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle runs throughout the whole period of surrounding the Battle of Hastings and the following years. It provides historians with a great deal of information of how the Normans were perceived by outsiders, giving a viewpoint from the conquered. Following the dynastic battle between Harold Godwinson and Duke William of Normandy, William became the next king of England, and his sons would rule after him. William had gained his crown through military force but he claimed to be the legitimate successor to Edward the Confessor. William wished to use his coronation to legitimise his claim and enforce the traditional coronation which included an acclamation from the people gathered. William proclaimed that he would treat his new subjects well as long as they remained loyal to him. This created a presumption of equality between the English and the Normans.[footnoteRef:12] His coronation did not achieve the unity he hoped to achieve. It was apparent from the beginning that the coronation only demonstrated the cultural and linguistic differences between the Normans and the conquered English.[footnoteRef:13] The tensions of the newly conquered England are revealed by the murdrum fine that was enforced by William the Conqueror. If an unknown man was found dead, the neighbouring villages were liable to a fine, unless they could prove that the dead man was English not French. The law was obviously intended to deter the knifing or injuring of the Norman invaders, the need for this law shows how many people shared the view of the author of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle writing of the year 1066, that ‘after that (the conquest) things became much worse’.[footnoteRef:14] The years following the coronation were filled with revolt after revolt. Hostility and violence dominated the relationship between the two groups.[footnoteRef:15] The occupation of England endured, however as time progressed the distinctions and separations that had previously been obvious, became less so. The distinction between an Englishman and a Norman was hardly visible and the groups had adapted so much together than neither identity was detectable. By 1088 the English were fighting for their Norman king, William II against his own French barons. Intermarriage, especially of immigrant Frenchmen with native women, diluted ethnic identities and allowed for future generations to ‘pick’ their identity.[footnoteRef:16] The names of the conquerors began to be adopted by the conquered, so that by 1225 a huge amount of the English male peasantry bore names like William, Henry and Richard, these names in 1075 would have been an indicator of someone of Norman origin.[footnoteRef:17] Over time the Normans in England came to be perceived as English by the writers of English history, though they remained Franci in legal documents, equally in Italy, the Normans are mentioned very little by the time of the twelfth century.[footnoteRef:18]  [12:  Thomas, H., The Norman Conquest: England after William the Conqueror (USA: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc, 2008)]  [13:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 3]  [14:  Bartlett, R., England Under the Norman and Angevin Kings 1075-1225 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) p 1]  [15:  Ibid p 3 ]  [16:  Ibid p 1]  [17:  Ibid p 2]  [18:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 178] 


[bookmark: _Hlk503542464]1154 is also another significant date in demonstrating that the Normans were no longer united under a shared identity as they were before, 1154 marks the death of two kings, King Stephen of England and King Roger of Sicily.[footnoteRef:19] Their deaths marks something more significant for the wider Norman people. It marked the beginning of a transitional change. As previously mentioned leadership was incredibly important in the perception of Norman identity. Calling oneself Norman did not disappear, this can be seen as in the twenty first century people still identify themselves as Norman but the changes within the royal dynasties does demonstrate that context of Normanitas was changing.[footnoteRef:20] Neither Roger of Stephen were ‘truly’ Norman. Stephen was of Blois not Rouen and Roger whilst he could claim the identity of Norman, was not the Norman soldier that his father clearly was. [footnoteRef:21] However, by the 1150’s the Norman expansion had passed. Though the descendants of the Normans lived in all the places that had been conquered by their Norman predecessors, their membership within any group calling itself Norman can be disputed, with the exception of the people living in Normandy who remain Normans to this day.[footnoteRef:22] Between 911 and 1154 Normanitas has undergone many changes. These changes have been experienced through three cycles of conquest and settlement across various parts of Europe and the east. This does not mean that Normans ceased to exist in areas other than Normandy, just that the way Normanitas was judged had been altered. There remained significant numbers of Normans who viewed themselves as such in both England and Italy, they were just no longer in control.[footnoteRef:23]  [19:  Ibid p 115]  [20:  Ibid p 115]  [21:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 115]  [22:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 2]  [23:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 179] 


The replacement of Norman leadership with those who did not tie themselves to the ideology of Normanitas or Normandy, led to the gradual disappearance of the ideology of Normanitas or Norman-ness.[footnoteRef:24] In England, the leader was now the non-Norman Stephen and he was immediately succeeded by another non-Norman, Henry II, a Plantagenet.[footnoteRef:25] The replacement of Norman leadership with those who did not align themselves to the ideology of Normanitas was just one aspect of the changes that caused the Normans to fade from the historical picture.[footnoteRef:26]  [24:  Ashe, L., Fiction and History in England 1066-1200 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007)]  [25:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 115]  [26:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p.178] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Before the successful invasion of England, the Normans were engaged successfully in southern Europe. In southern Europe there was no formal invasion from the Normans. In southern Italy and Sicily, Norman mercenaries were operating in the early eleventh century fighting on different sides for various reasons. Over time certain individuals, the sons of Tancred de Hauteville in particular built up strong power bases.[footnoteRef:27] The Norman takeover of Italy was incredibly different to that of the conquest of England, it was led by small groups of Norman mercenary soldiers. The takeover of Italy by the Normans mirrors the earlier landing of the Vikings in Normandy. When the Normans arrived in Italy they were in small mercenary groups and raiders, like their Viking ancestors had been. They were eventually granted land that they could settle on and from this they created a base that would eventually become the duchies of Apulia and Calabria. The Normans in Italy were repeating the actions of their Scandinavian ancestors. The conquest was long and lasted for more than a century before Roger was proclaimed the first king of Sicily. The cultural and political aspects of Norman Sicily was different from the Norman territories in north-western Europe. The Normans in England became anglicised, but the Normans in Italy took on characteristics of Latin, Byzantine and Muslim society.[footnoteRef:28] The identity of the Normans who established themselves in southern Italy and Sicily is more complicated than working out the identity of those in England for example. In Italy there was a lack of struggle between a new minority and an existing majority.[footnoteRef:29] In Italy the Normans were constantly interacting with other ethnic groups who each possessed their own identity. There was no one clear ruling group like there was in England, so there was not one clear identity that the Normans could assimilate, they instead assimilated and adapted to many. In Italy the Normans were susceptible to a changing identity mainly because they usually at war with someone, which would of course cause support in some areas and alienation in others.[footnoteRef:30] Both Italy and England saw the Normans arrive from Normandy as a military force, the timescale for the arrival to the respective countries differed but the result was the same for both, total and complete conquest. The initial rulership of these two areas was a small minority and both groups initially saw Normandy as their patria. The reaction towards this minority from the inhabitants was negative. However, the large amount of intermarriage with the existing population meant that the second generation included many who were of mixed-blood and who could identify themselves as either side.[footnoteRef:31] [27:  Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 2]  [28:  Rowley, T., The Normans (Gloucestershire: Tempus Publishing Ltd, 2000) p 13]  [29:  Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 60]  [30:  Ibid p 103]  [31:  Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity, 2005 p. 177-178] 

 
The geographical distance between Italy and Normandy and the political change in England and Normandy meant that change was inevitable, and perceptions of what Normans were would change. The lack of conquests meant that their ‘us and them’ separateness was no longer entirely relevant, this change led to a neutralisation between the two sides and meant that their allegiance or perception of identity shifted from being Norman to identifying with England and Italy respectively.[footnoteRef:32] By 1154, the Normans had not yet ceased to exist but they had to some extent disappeared. In southern Italy and Sicily, the ruling establishment had turned away from Norman values and Norman names. The figure that most closely resembled a Norman leader was not King Roger I but instead the rebellious Rainulf.[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Ibid p 178]  [33:  Ibid p 178] 


The Normans had a massive impact on the medieval world but their political dominance within societies was relatively short. In England, the reign of Norman kings can be seen to end with the death of King Stephen in 1154. Normandy itself was overpowered as an independent duchy in 1204, when the French king defeated the forces of King John and absorbed Normandy into French territory. The Norman kingdom of Sicily came to an end by the twelfth century when the German Hohenstaufens replaced the Norman line Tancredis. The longest surviving territories were those in the east, places such as Antioch remained under Norman influence and did not fall until 1268.[footnoteRef:34] The concept of Norman identity became vulnerable away from the land of Normandy. R. H. C Davis argues that the attachment to the land of Normandy was an important aspect of the Norman myth. As people left behind the land of Normandy itself and made homes elsewhere they also left behind the institutions and government that had helped to create and reinforce Norman identity.[footnoteRef:35] Normanitas changed greatly over the centuries and by the end of their successful conquest efforts, the Normans were no longer the ruling power, their influence began to dim and thus their identity among the people they ruled over changed. Simply for the fact that they Normans were no longer the ruling power meant that the Normans no longer held a shared sense of identity, by the twelfth century the Normans had changed so much from their original ancestors that they could not all be viewed as being Norman, they had new sense of identity and allegiance that now lay with other lands or countries.  [34:  Rowley, T., The Normans, 2000) p 13]  [35:  Thomas, H. M., The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.122, 2003) p 43] 

















Bibliography 
Ashe, L., Fiction and History in England 1066-1200 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007)
Bartlett, R., England Under the Norman and Angevin Kings 1075-1225 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
Chibnall, M, The Normans (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) 
Crouch, D., The Normans: The History of a Dynasty (London: Hambledon Continuum, 2007)
Webber, N., The Evolution of Norman Identity (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2005)	
Thomas, H. M., The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003)
Rowley, T., The Normans (Gloucestershire: Tempus Publishing Ltd, 2000)


