Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum
Chapter 10: Rollo sees the town of Rouen and determines to settle there in fulfilment of his dream-vision.
The Gesta Normannorum is a medieval text by Dudo of St Quentin that was written at the beginning of the ninth century.[footnoteRef:1] This text is a chronicle describing the foundation and early leaders of Normandy, which provides the history of the ducal dynasty.[footnoteRef:2] It was originally commissioned by Duke Richard I of Normandy however was continued after his death at the urging of Richard II.[footnoteRef:3] Dudo was a canon of Saint-Quentin in France who was in the service of the Duke.[footnoteRef:4] The Gesta Normanorum is a key text related to the history of the Normans and is written using both metered verse and prose narrative. [1:  Stok, Fabio. L’Eneide Nordica Di Dudone Di San Quintino. International Journal of the Classical Tradition, vol. 6, no. 2, 1999, pp. 171–84. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/30222543. Accessed 30 Sept. 2026. Introduction.]  [2:  Van Houts, Elisabeth. 2000. review of Dudo of St Quentin, History of the Normans, History (London) (London), 85.277, pp. 121–121.]  [3:  Lake, Justin. Narratio Probabilis in Early Medieval Historiography: A Reconsideration. Vera Lex Historiae?: Constructions of Truth in Medieval Historical Narrative, edited by Catalin Taranu and Michael J. Kelly, Punctum Books, 2022, pp. 177–212. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv2v55mgn.8. Accessed 1 Oct. 2026.]  [4:  Van Houts, Elisabeth. 2000. review of Dudo of St Quentin, History of the Normans, History (London) (London), 85.277, pp. 121–121.] 

This passage of the Gesta Normanorum by Dudo of St Quentin describes Rollo seeing the town of Rouen and deciding to settle there in order to fulfil a vision he saw in a dream. Rollo was the Count of Rouen and is described as being an ‘ancestor of the dukes of Normandy’.[footnoteRef:5] The author describes Rollo as ‘noble’ which shows that he is a leader and is grand.[footnoteRef:6] This complimentary manner may be Dudo attempting to please the commissioner of this work. Presenting Rollo as noble and strong is key to demonstrating the characters of Norman leaders. Dudo then states that Rollo seeks the ‘advice of his fideles’, this suggests that he listens to his advisers, which is an important quality for leadership, therefore further presenting Rollo as a strong leader.[footnoteRef:7] This complimentary language further suggests that Dudo is presenting Rollo in a positive light.  [5:  Douglas, D. C. ‘Rollo of Normandy’. The English Historical Review, vol. 57, no. 228, 1942, pp. 417–36. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/554369. Accessed 5 Oct. 2026.]  [6:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans (Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK ; Boydell Press). Page 37.]  [7:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans. P 37.] 

The passage then describes Rollo’s arrival in Jumièges in France. The landscape is described as having ‘crystal-clear’ water and ‘fragrant grasses’.[footnoteRef:8] This is used within the text as an explanation as to why the Normans chose this land as the land is pleasant and suitable. The passage then details Rollo’s encounter with the monastery of Saint Peter. The text states that Rollo was hesitant to linger there as he reckoned the place to be holy.[footnoteRef:9] This suggests that Rollo had respect for religion and the work that took place at monasteries even if he may not have been a particularly pious man. [8:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans. P 37.]  [9:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans. P 37.] 

The text then describes Rollo’s arrival at the chapel of Saint Vedast after steering his ships to the other side of the river. Rollo is stated to have placed ‘upon the altar of Saint Vedast the body of a certain virgin’.[footnoteRef:10] The writer then explains that the chapel after this was known by the name of the virgin, Hameltrude. This could be used to portray Rollo as a religious man, as this could be seen as an offering to God, however this could also be seen as something that a pious person would not do as it is immoral. This is an example of Dudo’s presenting Rollo’s positive and negative qualities. Throughout the text Dudo is overtly complimenting Rollo, nonetheless it can also be read in a way that presents Rollo in a negative way in some of the passages despite the aim of this text. For example, he later on describes Rollo as being scheming when he agrees to protect someone ‘on the strength of his own assurance’.[footnoteRef:11] Although, some people may perceive this as a useful trait for leaders at the time. [10:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans. P 37.]  [11:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans. P 37.] 

The text then continues discussing the Norman arrival in Rouen. The date of Rollo’s arrival in Rouen is hard to establish however Dudo suggests that Rollo took possession of the land in 876.[footnoteRef:12] The text describes the reactions of the inhabitants of Rouen to this arrival and states that the ‘inhabitants of Rouen […] hearing that a plentiful multitude of Normans was at Jumièges, came of one mind to Bishop Franco of Rouen, in order to take counsel about what to do’.[footnoteRef:13] This suggests that the inhabitants of Rouen were anxious and distressed about this arrival even if they did not know the reason behind it. By seeking the counsel of a bishop, this suggests that the inhabitants may have been religious individuals. It also suggests that although they may not be a unified population, they can come together when necessary. Following this, Franco then ‘sent to Rollo, that he might give a guarantee of safety to himself and to those abiding in the district’.[footnoteRef:14] This suggests that he was willing to secure safety for himself and followers despite what this may have meant for the land and its other inhabitants. In response Rollo gave the bishop a guarantee of safety however, took this plea to mean that ‘there lingered in the town and in its territory none except a defenceless mass’.[footnoteRef:15] This is an example of the assumptions that Rollo made throughout his planning and suggests that Rollo planned to conquer this area and believed that it would be easier due to the town supposedly being defenceless making Rollo appear to be cunning and scheming, this may be a choice that the writer of this text has made. However, it could be suggested that by offering protection this makes Rollo appear to be a more moral leader, however this may not be the case. The text then states that Rollo pursued a ‘course of navigation beneficial to himself’ suggesting that he used his power as leader to influence the movement of the army for possible personal gain. This further shows Rollo’s strength as a leader nonetheless could also be an example of Dudo covertly portraying Rollo’s negative qualities. [12:  Douglas, D. C. ‘Rollo of Normandy’. The English Historical Review, vol. 57, no. 228, 1942, pp. 417–36. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/554369. Accessed 6 Oct. 2026. ]  [13:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans. P 37.]  [14:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans. P 37.]  [15:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans. P 37.] 

Rollo then came to Rouen and at the gate, secured his ships which are described as being ‘plentifully furnished with a very large warband’.[footnoteRef:16] This suggests that Rollo arrived ready to battle in order to conquer, as can be seen with the other Norman conquests across the world. In contrast to earlier in the text when it states that Rollo believes the town will be defenceless, as if he truly thought this was the case, he may not have brought this ‘warband’ despite the fact that it may be used as a symbol of his strength and power. This also shows Rollo’s status as a Norman leader as he commands an ample collection of ships and soldiers. The text states the gate he secured his ships to is connected to the church of Saint Martin. This is used as another example of the existing religious sites in the area. [16:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans. P 37.] 

After ‘coming down off the ship and surveying the town at a swift pace’ Rollo is perplexed by what he sees.[footnoteRef:17] The area of Rouen is described as being destroyed. Dudo states that the monuments are ‘laid in ruins’ and the churches are ‘shaken from their foundations and walls smashed on every side’.[footnoteRef:18] In contrast, to how Rollo saw Rouen in his vision that was previously described within Dudo’s work. This no longer portrays Rouen as this desirable land, fit for conquering. This therefore brings Rollo’s vision in to question. However, this provides an opportunity for Rollo to build on this land and create his own great foundations and buildings under a Norman banner. [17:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans. P 37.]  [18:  Dudo, and Eric Christiansen. 1998. History of the Normans. P 37.] 

Overall, this passage from the Gesta Normanorum by Dudo of St Quentin describes Rollo’s arrival in Rouen after a vision he has of the place and the subsequent events. This passage portrays Rollo as a mighty and strong leader but also as cunning and scheming. This is crucial in establishing him as a key character to the foundations of the Norman dukes. By attributing these traits to Rollo, it makes the Normans seem powerful and noble leaders who exceeded in conquering.
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