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

Identity is a subjective concept based on many things including language, culture and territory. It is prone to constant change and is influenced by, both, internal and external influences. Through the Norman histories and literature, the Norman sense of identity, or Normanitas, is clear to see. Characteristics of Normanitas include military prowess, Christianity, an ability to adapt to their surroundings and adopt the local cultures. This essay explores the extent to which the Normans were united by a shared sense of identity.

The Normans were extremely good at adapting to the cultures of the countries they conquered. By the time Richard I of Normandy died, the Normans had adopted French as their language. After the Norman conquest of England, the French language began to have an influence and many words, particularly administration and power words, are of French origin. Also, a lot of Anglo- Saxon names began to fade away and be replaced by the Christian names preferred by the Normans. The Normans of Normandy adopted local practices, political structures, legal and administration systems, as well as Christianity. According to Haskins, ‘wherever they went, they showed a marvellous power of initiative and assimilation,,, the penalty for such activity of identity; the reward is a large share the general history of civilisation.’[footnoteRef:1]  Lineage was also important to the Normans and they used inter-marriage to legitimise their position in their conquered lands and to form connections with their neighbours. This assimilation continues and is evident during the Scottish conquest. Scotland had a proud royal family but were much poorer than England. There were also internal issues and divisions. Therefore, the Normans were invited into Scotland and were able to conquer through assimilation. Norman knights were invited to take lands and build fortifications in order to reduce conflict and subdue the lands around them. Scotland remained independent but the Normans had influence over them.  [1:  R.H.C Davis, The Normans and their Myth (London: 1976).] 


It is evident from primary sources that military prowess was key to the Normans. They had an unwavering fighting spirit and were mighty warriors: often displayed as heroic. A popular style of writing during the time of the Normans was the Chanson de geste which encapsulated this heroic spirit. The Chanson de Geste were composed about real individuals, but with embellishments to the true story. The most popular of these epics was the Song of Roland.[footnoteRef:2] Within the Chansons, the hero was often depicted as the underdog: victorious against all odds. Geoffrey of Malaterra uses this theme when describing the battle that took place between the Normans and the Greeks in Italy. He describes them as being severely outnumbered: ‘there were though only five hundred knights…the Greeks who ruled that land raised a huge army from Calabria and Apulia, numbering nearly sixty thousand.’[footnoteRef:3] This emphasises the fighting ability of the Normans: able to succeed despite the odds. Geoffrey of Malaterra goes on to describe the Normans use of psychological warfare as a tactic, [2:  Burgess. G trans, The Song of Roland (London: Penguin Group, 1990)]  [3:  Geoffrey of Malaterra as found in HPHI6009 Module Reader.] 

One of the Normans, Hugh Tudebusis, started to pat this horse. He wanted the Greeks to be told something amazing about him and his fellows which might terrify them, so he struck the horse in the neck with his bare fist and with one blow knocked it down as though it was dead.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Geoffrey of Malaterra as found in HPHI6009 Module Reader.] 

This construction of a myth was common in Norman writing and shows the Normans to be very self-aware. Furthermore, the Normans wrote origin myths, such as Geoffrey Malaterra’s, Tancred and the boar story. The details  within the story make Tancred look good and provide a back story for his children and grandchildren,
Tancred was confident of his strength and waited for it, sword on high… drove the sharp point right through his tough forehead down into his heart, and left the hilt sticking out next to the head.’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Geoffrey Malaterra, The Deeds of Count Roger of Calabria and Sicily and of Duke Robert Guiscard his Brother, HPHI6009 Module Reader.] 



The Normans were united by a shared religious identity from the early establishment of Normandy when Rollo converted to Christianity. Dudo of St Quentin describes how Rollo is tempted by the treasures within the monastery of St Peter on his arrival in Normandy. However, after some consideration, he decides to moor his ships on the other side of the river.[footnoteRef:6] This action signifies a change in attitude and a distancing from the Normans barbaric past. Within their other histories and literature, such as the chansons de geste, Christianity is an important theme. Often used to justify and legitimise their conquests, it also unifies the Normans as a people. The first Normans to arrive in Italy in 1017 were a group of pilgrim Norman knights who went to the sanctuary of Mont Gargano which is an important shrine because it was believed to be where St Michael first appeared. This is significant because the Normans had previously adopted St Michael as their patron saint. These Normans were described in internal sources as fervent Christians; however, they maintained the warrior tradition and conquering tradition of the forebearers instilling fear in the Byzantines who populated Apulia and Calabria. The Normans were considered a problem and the pope was asked to intervene to liberate Italy. Pope Leo IX denied the Normans Christianity calling them,  [6:  Dudo of St. Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, HPHI6009 Module Reader.] 

an undisciplined and alien people with incredible and unheard-of rage,     rise up in every direction against the church of God with more than pagan impiety; killing Christians and inflicting many with novel and horrible tortures.[footnoteRef:7] [7: Pope Leo IX, Letter to the Emperor on the Norman threat, HPHI6009 Module Reader.] 

The Pope amassed and led an army including Swabian mercenaries to stop the Normans. Robert Guiscard led three thousand knights to intercept the papal forces in order to negotiate: initially not wanting to fight the pope. According to Bishop Bonzio, Robert stated, ‘you will not be able to persuade me to arm myself against the pope. It is evil to believe that the pope could be deposed of through your treacheries.’[footnoteRef:8]  However, the Normans were insulted so they fought and won. Following the battle, the pope reprimands them, but officially recognises their conquest and endorses Roberts role by crowning him.  [8:  Bishop Bonzio as found in HPHI6009 Module Reader. ] 

Further evidence of the Normans Christian identity can be seen in the churches, cathedrals and monasteries they built throughout their conquered lands. In Normandy, lots of money was spent on religious buildings and rebuilding monasteries. In England, the coming of the Normans had a profound effect on monasticism. By founding new monasteries, and developing the pre-existing Anglo-Saxon monasteries, there was a significant growth in monasticism. William of Malmesbury states,
 After their coming to England they revived the rule of religion which had there grown lifeless. You might see churches rise in every village, and, in the towns and cities, monasteries built after a style unknown before; you could watch the country flourishing with renewed religious observance.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum, HPHI6009 Module Reader. ] 

These new monasteries were a symbol of power, a place of education and hospitality, and were useful in creating networks. Furthermore, they were a link between religion and power.
Another symbol of power and Norman identity were castles. Norman castles had many functions such as: they were used as centres for war, a base to control a conquered area, as administration, social and economic centres, and as a visual power projection. The Normans castle building tradition began with Rollo in Normandy: ‘Rollo and those who were with him have made for themselves a fortification, and an obstacle after the fashion of a fortress.’[footnoteRef:10] The early Norman castle was the motte and bailey made from wood. When the castle had served its purpose, it was either dismantled, burnt or left to rot. However, in areas of strategic importance, these castles were rebuilt in stone. In southern Italy, the Normans used castles and tower structures to show that they intended to be there permanently. By the middle of the twelfth century, most Italian castles had been converted to stone with some being extensions of existing Lombard and Byzantine structures. William the conqueror introduced Norman castles to England when he defeated King Harold at the Battle of Hastings in 1066. These castles were an important part of the conquest strategy and gave the Normans power bases from which they could subjugate the English population. After William the Conqueror was crowned king of England, he divided land to give to his followers and ordered the construction of castles to assert his power: ‘he caused castles to be built and oppressed the poor.’[footnoteRef:11] The temporary wooden structures were replaced by stone in strategic positions developing a network in order to defend and establish control.  [10:  Dudo of St. Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, HPHI6009 Module Reader.]  [11:  The Anglo- Saxon Chronicle as found in the HPHI6009 Module Reader.] 

Despite the Normans adapting and assimilating to the cultures they conquered, they were still connected to aspects of their routes such as the warrior spirit of their ancestors and through their histories, they celebrated this. They were united by a shared identity especially a Christian one. 
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