Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum Commentary

This extract is from the Gesta Normannorum. The Gesta Normannorum or Deeds of the Norman Dukes is a chronicle that began just before 1060 by the monk William of Jumieges. The chronicle is one of many that was written in the aftermath of the Norman Conquest of England with the intention of glorifying the deeds of Duke William and his ancestors. 
 
 This extract begins with when the Viking Rollo first set eyes upon the city of Rouen and the results of his dream vision. It states that in the year 876 AD Rollo and his ships arrived in Normandy and sailed up the River Seine. Rollo was a nineth century Viking who originated in Scandinavia and would later go on to become the first ruler of Normandy as Count of Rouen. It is fitting how this extract starts with him reaching Rouen especially as according to the contemporary chronicler 	Flodoard he battled Robert of the Breton March around Rouen causing heavy damage until Robert ceded certain coastal provinces to him. Also, the use of the word “noble” to describe Rollo suggests that Dudo is at least sympathetic of Rollo and most likely is pro-Rollo as well. However, he was encouraged to write his history of the Normans by Duke Richard of Normandy, so he is likely quite biased towards the Normans as his patron is a descendant of Rollo as well as an extremely wealthy and powerful noble in his own right. He will be inclined to make sure that his writing is as positive and flattering towards the Normans as possible. It is also possible that Dudo is as pro-Norman as he is because he was from Picard in northern France and so he likely had more of a connection with the Normans than for example a monk from southern France would or another potential reason for his apparent bias could be personal affection for either Duke Richard or a member of his family.

This extract states that he set sail from the River Schelde in Norway on the advice of his fideles, meaning that his loyal followers advised him to leave the Schelde and set sail for the Frankish coast where he reached Jumièges. On the way to Jumièges he sailed through a cerulean whirlpool in the Seine, a river that runs through much of northern France including Paris and ocean-going vessels can navigate it as far as Rouen. The use of the colour cerulean to describe the whirlpool suggests a somewhat romanticised view of Rollo and the events that he is writing about as well as an attempt to make the usually brutal Vikings look elegant and refined as their reputation up to this point was of savage raiders and reavers who reaped a bloody toll along the coastlines of Western Europe for the centuries prior to the time of writing[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Rollo in Normandy, D.C. Douglas (1942), The English Historical Review pp-417-436, Vol 57, No 228, Oxford University Press.
] 


After seeing the monastery of Saint Peter and that monks inhabited it, he made his way to the chapel of Saint Verdant on the opposite side of the river probably as due to his status as a Viking and the Vikings infamy for raiding monasteries as they were usually completely unguarded as well as being full of treasure, so it is likely that he was trying to avoid a potential problem before one arose as after centuries of Viking raids it’s likely that the sight of a Viking fleet approaching would have either caused a panic or caused the local inhabitants to either evacuate or to prepare to fight[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  The Viking Age, S. Brink and N. Price, Routledge, Ch Duchy of Normandy.] 


Whilst he was at Saint Verdant, he placed upon the altar the body of a virgin named Hameltrude that he personally carries there. This offer of an unspoiled woman to an altar suggests that one of his first objectives was to show his piety and establish that he was not a threat to the people of Rouen. The people of Rouen in response asked the Bishop Franco for protection from Rollo, this is actually quite similar to what happened when the Crusaders took Jerusalem at the end of the First Crusade where Christian priests and bishops defended Jews and Muslims from the Crusaders onslaught even when the Crusaders themselves asked the Bishops and priests to hand them over for slaughter.

After Rollo ascertained that nothing but a disorganised mass of people remained in Rouen, he assured Franco that the populace was safe. This suggests that Rollo is trying to appear as less vicious than your average Viking as usually if a Viking warband came across a group of helpless people they would either kill or enslave them. This was a standard part of what Norsemen on a Viking were looking for, plunder, slaves, and land. The fact that he portrays them as not seeking plunder and slaves is an important point as the Vikings insatiable lust for both of the aforementioned things had created strife and terror along the coasts and rivers of Western Europe[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Frankish Rivalries and Norse Warriors, E. Searle (1986), the Battle Conferences on Anglo-Norman studies, vol 8.] 


Rollo then came upon Rouen and saw that it was already in ruins as he docked his ships which were carry a large warband of Vikings. The fact that Rollo did not attack the locals even though his ships were “plentifully furnished with a very large warband” as the fact that he not only chose not to attack them but that he also had the capability to suggests that he was really trying to avoid conflict and possibly trying to ingratiate himself to the local population, an easy way to do this is to not cause them any harm or threaten them in any possible way[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  Norman Rule in Normandy 911-1144, M. Hagger (2017), the Boydell Press.] 


It then states that he saw that the city of Rouen was in ruins with stones torn from Churches and that the city was effectively destroyed. The fact that Dudo highlights this suggests that he is really trying to portray Rollo in as positive a light as possible as he finds a city in ruin and chooses not to attack such a tempting target as a defenceless city was usually in trouble when a band of marauding Vikings showed up. This emphasis suggests that he is trying to portray Rollo as being in Normandy to colonise rather than to conquer and that his intentions are more peaceful and noble than those of a regular Viking chief.

Overall, this extract is an attempt by Dudo of St Quentin to portray Rollo as a noble Viking hero who came to Normandy and Rouen not to conquer but to colonise the lands around Rouen. The author clearly has a romanticised view of the events and is clearly pro-Norman although it is likely that patronage and possibly personal affection for either the Normans or Duke Richard may be the cause of this. 

As a piece of historical writing, I would find this extract useful in the context of establishing the depths of Norman identity and myth as this source provides a viewpoint from a non-Norman monk but also a monk who was from northern France as well as having to be approved by the Dukes of Normandy themselves. I find that although this source is clearly biased it provides a close and key insight into the tales, tradition and most importantly history that the Normans themselves believed that they had and that they wanted the rest of their contemporaries to believe as well[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  The Normans in their Histories, Emily Albu (2001), The Boydell Press] 
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