Dudo de Saint Quentin – Historia Normannorum, Chapter Ten: Rollo sees the town of Rouen and determines to settle there in fulfilment of his dream-vision

This extract is taken from the Historia Normannorum written by Dudo de Saint Quentin in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries. Dudo was commissioned to write a dynastic history for the Dukes of Normandy by Richard I, Count of Rouen as a monument to his father William Longsword and his grandfather Rollo and to legitimise the position of the emerging Norman dynasty. This chronicle marks a break from the traditional Scandinavian memorial stone to the Carolingian style of written Latin records.[footnoteRef:1] Dudo, himself a Frank, was a ‘well trained administrator’ in the service of Adalbert I of Vermandois.[footnoteRef:2] The way the Historia Normannorum is structured reflects biblical and classical epics. It is a story in which ‘…a people chosen by God won with God’s help a kingdom of their own…the Norman dukes, like the Hebrew rulers of old, had to lead their people both into the promised land and out of paganism…’[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  E. Van Houts, Review of Dudo of St Quentin's Historia Normannorum: History, Tradition and Memory (2015)]  [2:  Ibid. ]  [3:  L. Shopkow History & Community: Norman Historical Writing in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (1997) p. 68] 


Chapter Ten of the Historia Normannorum opens with an intrinsically Christian date and use of language that underlines the journey Rollo takes to conversion. Rollo forsakes the river Schelde, a symbol of his pagan and Viking heritage. He then traverses the sea, symbolic of a change and evocative of a journey to a new state of being. Finally he arrives in Normandy on the banks of the river Seine which is described here as a promised land. Dudo then continues more specifically to tell about the abbey of Saint Peter at Jumièges on one of the bends in the Seine. As he approaches Jumièges Rollo does the rather un-Viking action of hesitating to linger at the abbey and decides to not sack the ‘embellished abodes of monkish habitation’ but instead to sail to the other side of the river. The fact that the monastery of Jumièges is dedicated to Saint Peter is a gift to Dudo. It would not have been lost on his medieval audience that Saint Peter, Christ’s rock and the founder of his church, is also the holder of the keys to Heaven and has been recognised as such by Rollo in his act to move away from the abbey. This can easily be interpreted as a move by Saint Peter to intercede on behalf of God to play a part in the conversion of Rollo. This turn from temptation and the act of crossing to the Seine’s opposite bank also evokes biblical imagery of the crossing of the River Jordan, whose waters can cleanse through baptism.

Dudo then describes how Rollo lands at a location opposite Jumièges and places the remains of Saint Hameltrude upon the alter in the chapel of Saint Vedast. This hardly seems a credible account. A much more probable explanation is that the relics of Saint Hameltrude were brought by monks fleeing Viking raids on monastic communities of the Cotentin peninsula in the 880s.[footnoteRef:4] By this device Dudo is inserting Rollo into local religious tradition and legend establishing him as a benefactor of the local church before he is even baptised.  [4:  A. Flambard-Hericher, La Progression des Vikings: Des raids à la colonisation (2003) p. 161] 


Having begun the chapter in the style of an allegorical journey followed by a quasi-hagiographical account of the translation of relics of a virginal saint, Dudo now gives credence and legitimacy to his account by moving on to a more historical description of the event of Rollo’s meeting with Archbishop Franco of Rouen. In reality Franco was made archbishop of Rouen in 911, though arguably this inaccuracy is of little importance. By using, or misusing, an historical episode it strengthens Dudo’s narrative.  

The historian Benjamin Pohl in his book Dudo of Saint-Quentin's Historia Normannorum: Tradition, Innovation and Memory discusses how the audience of Dudo’s work would draw parallels between Rollo and Constantine giving weight to the concept of a Norman dynasty and empire with Rouen seen as a second Rome, the city of Saint Peter.[footnoteRef:5] Coincidentally Constantine is also linked with the city of York whose minster is also dedicated to Saint Peter. In the Historia Normannorum Dudo also describes the ruined city of Rouen, evoking images of the sacking of Rome. Both cities here have been laid waste by Germanic pagan forces.  [5:  B. Pohl, Dudo of Saint-Quentin's Historia Normannorum: Tradition, Innovation and Memory (2015) p.199] 


In the event that Dudo’s audience has not fully comprehended the message conveyed through his narrative Dudo now adds an apostrophe in order to make this explicitly clear. In this apostrophe Rollo is clearly established as a legitimate Christian leader and the legitimate Duke of Normandy and Count of Rouen. Rollo’s own acceptance of this fate given to him by God and his willingness to be an instrument of God has biblical resonances with the Book of Judith in the Old Testament. The success of Rouen, and by extension the success of the dukes of Normandy, are the gift of Christ. The apostrophe stresses baptism and the cleansing from leprosy, the previous pagan life followed by a Christian life. Rollo is referred to as a superior leader whose followers are themselves ‘renewed in the font’. It is Rollo who is responsible for the successful Norman dynasty, based in Rouen, for his conversion from paganism to Christianity and this makes his descendants acceptable not only within Francia but throughout medieval Christendom. This mythology has rehabilitated the Norman Vikings. Rollo is also shown as a superior temporal leader, he provides what a medieval leader must provide: laws, alliances, rights, duties, order, and ‘fear of strict penalty’. This brings peace ‘in the coming time of your descendants Fierce ages will grow tame’. In this Rollo gives a pattern to his descendants on how to lead a well administered state with good order and good lordship ad with stability through lawfulness and Christian principles. This is in stark contrast to the previous ‘ungodly fury’ of the former pagan threat. 

Dudo’s aim through his Historia Normannorum is to legitimise the Norman dynasty and in this section centred on Rollo we can see how this has been done. This is a successful piece of propaganda and Dudo’s achievement can be measured not only in the large number of surviving manuscripts and the reworking of his popular chronicle by William of Jumièges but also in the subsequent history of the Normans, as seen in the conquest of Southern Italy and Sicily. We see the influence of Dudo’s work in the creation of what might be considered a Norman mythology throughout the Norman period with the emphasis placed on Normandy as a promised land and Rouen as a second Rome being integral to Norman identity.
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