The concept Normanitas is merely a literary device and bears no resemblance to reality. Discuss. 
When approaching a topic which focuses on the identity of a people, it is important to note the exact scope and extent of my own enquiry in relation to such a historical discussion. The nature of medieval Norman identity, also known as Normanitas,[footnoteRef:1] is a concept at the centre of historical debate amongst historians, who question the exact reliability and accuracy of such an identity within the years in which the Normans conquered, expanded and assimilated. Throughout this enquiry, I will be looking at the different ways in which the nature of Norman identity was expressed in literary works, establishing their purpose and whether the identity expressed bears resemblance to reality. To approach such a topic, an understanding of identity theory is critical. Webber describes a nation as ‘a named human population sharing a historic territory, common myths and historical memories...’[footnoteRef:2] This is very much how Norman identity originated and functioned. The Normans are called ‘Norman’, firstly because it came from the name ‘Northman’ (a collective term for the Viking raiders),[footnoteRef:3] but secondly because they settled in what was later to be known as ‘Normandy’, and so they share a historic territory which they all relate to and originate from. It is also important to note that the strong characteristics of Normanitas led to the eventual popularity and publication of the Norman myth. Normanitas was clearly used as a literary device within medieval literature, for example in chanson de geste, but the famous characteristics of the Normans are also evident in literature such as contemporary chronicles and secondary historical enquiries; through the presence of Norman architecture and the survival of external sources such as the writings of Anna Comena. It is easier to understand the concept of Normanitas by approaching it as a formulaic equation; each characteristic associated with ‘typical’ Norman behaviour is a component of this equation, and equates to an overall shared identity.  [1:  H.M. Thomas, The English and the Normans: Ethnic Hostility, Assimilation, and Identity 1066-c.1220 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), p.32. ]  [2:  N. Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity: 911-1154 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005) p.4.]  [3:  Thomas, The English and the Normans, p.33. ] 

Throughout this essay, I will be focusing on the different individuals who use Normanitas as a literary device, why they write in this way and whether their writing holds any accuracy with the reality of the Norman people themselves, supporting my statements with the work of secondary scholars. Alongside this, when exploring the purposes and aims of covering such a concept in historical writing, I will also be exploring the characteristics that we, as an audience of medieval writing, associate with the Normans through the product of literary works, and whether they portray a realistic approach to the Norman notion of Normanitas, or are clearly adapted to suit the writers’ own style and effectiveness. To establish whether an identity of a people is a clear representative of their character is difficult, as the medieval era is heavily documented through the work of literature, as there was no way to record facts orally, and there was no such technological advance that we now see in the modern day. Therefore the concept of reality itself is very difficult to underpin, as the nature of Norman identity very much differs between internal and external sources. One would assume, then, that the popularity of such characteristics is the only sufficient way of determining whether those expressed resemble the reality. However, authorship also exploits the concept of Normanitas and its entertaining value, and so the complexity of such an argument is increased. In response to this, it is necessary that, as a historian, I analyse and focus on the authorship and purpose of historical literature, in order to establish whether such pieces are based fully on a factual representative of the characters of the Normans, or whether the concept of Normanitas is purely used as a literary device. 
One mass producer of literary works, which heavily focused on the concept of Normanitas, were the Normans themselves. ‘The Normans managed to maintain a strong sense of their own identity. Partly they did so by developing a powerful origin myth and a pride in their history’.[footnoteRef:4] This quote presents the idea that the Normans were self-aware of the effectiveness of creating their own myth and proceeded to do this through historical writing which focused on the concept of Normanitas. This is evident in The Deeds of Count Roger of Calabria and Robert Guiscard written by Geoffrey of Malaterra, whose identity is very much unknown, apart from his involvement in a monastic network and Norman background.[footnoteRef:5] In this extract, he illustrates the actions of Hugh Tudebusis who responded to a meeting with the Byzantines purely to spread fear and give the enemy a story to remember, indicating that the Normans were self-aware in the creation of their own myth, at least within this depiction. ‘He wanted the Greeks to be told something amazing about him and his fellows which might terrify them and so he struck the horse with his bare fist…’[footnoteRef:6] This act not only confirms that the Normans were aware of the effectiveness of creating an identity to intimidate their opposition, demonstrating the effectiveness of psychological warfare, but it also provides historians with a difficult scenario to make judgement on. In one way it shows that the Normans are self-aware of the effectiveness of demonstrating and using their identity to their own advantage. In another, it could depict Tudebusis as an individual who understands the effectiveness of a myth, something that bears little resemblance to reality, and so plays along with the dramatised and fearful characteristics of the Normans, as a source of intimidation. Whether the actions of this Norman knight were genuine or followed through as a catalyst to psychological warfare is unknown. However, the way in which Geoffrey of Malaterra presents this scenario, hints that Tudebusis’ actions were at least dramatised to intimidate the enemy. As already stated, the way of knowing reality versus fiction in relation to the identity of such a people is difficult when presented with only literary works to work from. It is apparent that the Normans were aware of the effectiveness of exaggerating such a concept as Normanitas, but it is also important to note that the identity of any nation stems from an element of truth, and so the nature of the Norman people must bear some resemblance to reality.  [4:  Thomas, The English and the Normans, p.35.]  [5:  Michael Angold, ‘Knowledge of Byzantine History in the West: the Norman Historians (Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries)’, Anglo-Norman Studies: Proceedings of the Battle Conference, ed. J. Gillingham (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2003) p.24.]  [6:  Geoffrey of Malaterra, The Deeds of Count Roger of Calabria and Robert Guiscard, provided in module reader.] 

It could be argued that what the Normans themselves present, and the way that they perceive themselves in literary works, is factual in terms of how they approach and understand their own identity, and so it does bear some resemblance to reality in this sense. The conscious effort of the Norman people to use the nature of their identity within their own literature is also presented in the Gesta Roberti Wiscardi: ‘He butchered them with his sword, he struck terrible blows with his strong hands’.[footnoteRef:7] Once again, the use of a violent characteristic strongly connected to Norman activity, is heavily exaggerated with the aim to spread fear and the concept of Normanitas itself. ‘Even when acculturation had progressed [the Normans] could always point to their Scandinavian heritage to set themselves apart’. The emphasis on lineage and ancestry, mainly in relations to successful predecessors such as Rollo who conquered Normandy in 911 AD,[footnoteRef:8] could also be a reason for Norman historical writing to use Normanitas as a literary device. It established a justification for their actions, and enabled them to remain a distinct people who succeeded often through the use of violence and military competence much like their ancestors. Taking pride in their own history concludes that the concept Normanitas is not only viewed as a literary device by the Norman people but leads to the immortalisation of the nature of Norman identity as they see it.  [7:  William of Apulia, Geste Roberti Wiscardi, provided in module reader. ]  [8:  N. Kane, The Vikings: The Story of a People (Spangenhelm Publishing, 2015).] 

The popular writing of chanson de geste, translated from Old French to ‘songs of heroic deeds’,[footnoteRef:9] used the concept Normanitas purely as a literary device, with the twelfth century seeing the greatest amount of epic poetry which survives from the medieval era.[footnoteRef:10] The characteristics associated with the Normans and their style and success of conquest, often led to the mass production of epic poetry which relayed the nature of the Norman identity due to its similarity to that of the heroics. To use a Norman as a main character within epic literature, exaggerating the ways in which the Normans see themselves, would create an engaging performance for the audience. For example, the Normans often wrote in their own histories about the great amount of forces that they encountered whilst conquering lands, always to be perceived as outnumbered and as victims. In the Dudo’s Gesta Normannorum Rollo is quoted to have said ‘What evil have we done to the Franks? Why did they leap upon us?’[footnoteRef:11] The chanson de geste way of writing, took this characteristic of the Norman identity, and exaggerated it to produce a more dramatised and enticing read. The use of one man to fight against the enemy is often seen throughout literature of this nature; single-handedly winning the battle on behalf of all the Normans. This not only portrays the characteristics of a well-skilled fighter, but also feeds of the idea of a leader; one person which the Normans act under. This idea of a strong leadership which sways the decisions of the Normans, is put forward by Shopkow’s nuclei theory, which describes the Norman leaders’ as a nucleus, and the rest of the Norman society as electrons who work around the nucleus and act upon it.[footnoteRef:12] An example, of both the combination of leadership and skilled warriors features in the Song of Roland: ‘He rideth jesting on ahead with all his peers behind’.[footnoteRef:13] This anecdote of Roland leading the Normans into battle, at the front of all the knights, presents the nature of the Norman identity, though exaggerated, in order to produce a story which entertains the nobility. Whether it bears resemblance to reality is unknown and of little importance to authors of epic poetry themselves. The ‘template’ of the Norman identity allows the writers of epic poetry to successfully produce a popular piece of writing, with strong heroic characters, and so to them it is purely a literary device guaranteed to produce a poem which will entertain all.  [9:  Medieval Skills, La Chanson de Geste, The University of Sheffield, available at https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/medievalskills/resources/authors/chansongeste, accessed on [07/11/2018].]  [10:  D.J.A. Ross, ‘Old French’, Traditions of Heroic and Epic Poetry: The traditions, ed. R. Auty (London: The Modern Humanities Research Association, 1980) p.82. ]  [11:  Dudo of St. Quentin, History of the Norman Dukes, provided in module reader.]  [12:  L. Shopkow, History and Community: Norman Historical Writing in Twelfth-century England (Chicago, 1977). ]  [13:  The Song of Roland, trans. Jessie Crosland (Cambridge: York University Press, 1999), available at http://www.yorku.ca/inpar/roland_crosland.pdf.] 

The concept of Normanitas grew in popularity, regardless of its factual resemblance of the Norman character, as the product of intertextuality between medieval historians. Intertextuality is ‘the complex interrelationship between a text and other texts taken as basic to the creation or interpretation of the text’.[footnoteRef:14] It could be argued then, that the nature of the Norman identity became reality by its popular production and reference to certain characteristics of the Normans, by historians who referenced other historians in their work. The research of medieval historians led to the by-product of the Norman myth, through the consistent use of intertextuality apparent within their histories. For example, Orderic Vitalis, William of Jumieges and Dudo of St. Quentin, all refer to the Normans in a wolf-like descriptor, depicting the Normans as wolves or dogs who feast on other nations. For example, in the Geste Normannorum Ducum it is stated that ‘the pernicious wolves sail off to mangle the Lord’s sheep’.[footnoteRef:15] Similar depictions are stated in the works of Orderic Vitalis, and Dudo depicts a scene of ‘the fierce wolf graze at the same time in the sheep's field’.[footnoteRef:16] Using animalistic depictions to focus the difference between the conquerors and the conquered, it became clear that, in these histories at least, the characteristics of the Normans are established and ‘factualised’ by the constant publication and reference to such characteristics. ‘No historian can escape the fact that once a history has been written about a people, that people becomes a historical ‘fact’, which may in turn have a great influence on political reality’.[footnoteRef:17] The use of Normanitas in contemporary histories not only cements the Norman identity within literary works, but also spreads the knowledge of such an identity, and therefore makes the facts put forward a reality, even if this was not the case when it was first published by just one historian; a collection of biases or an agreement between historians, allows the Normans to be portrayed in a similar light which then presents the reader with facts which they believe are truthful, regardless of whether it was to begin with. If running on the idea of popularity to determine what is factual and what isn’t, then it could be argued that the concept of Normanitas is not merely a literary device in this sense; it is a factual reflection of the nature of Norman identity.  [14:  Merriam-Webster, Intertextuality, Merriam-Webster.com, Available at https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intertextuality, Accessed on [16/11/2018]. ]  [15:  William of Jumieges, The Deeds of the Dukes of Normandy, provided in module reader. ]  [16:  Dudo of St. Quentin, History of the Norman Dukes, provided in module reader. ]  [17:  R.H.C Davis, The Normans and their Myth (London: 1976). ] 

Referring to the occurrence and geography of Norman architecture and art can, however, allow us as historians to determine whether certain elements presented in medieval literature of Normanitas are factually accurate. For example, the Normans are presented in literary works adopting the Christian faith, dismissing their pagan religion and almost becoming more ‘Frank’, though I hesitate to use such a description. This is expressed in the Song of Roland: ‘He [God] will not cease from pouring his blessings on our head’. Depicting the Normans as acting on the hand of God and being a chosen people, is heavily presented in medieval literature, and their Christian nature is strongly suggested throughout. It could be said that this bears resemblance to reality if we take into account the Norman portrayals of their succession in conquered land, through the use of Byzantine mosaics. For example, in the depiction of Roger II of Sicily,[footnoteRef:18] it is noticeable that the figure placing the crown on Roger’s head is not the Pope, but Christ himself. Whether this is an act of propaganda is unknown. If we were to take this mosaic literally, however, then it can only be assumed that the religion of the Norman people was Christianity. Amatus states that ‘whosoever shall oppose the Normans will be put to flight by them…for this land has been given to the Normans by God’.[footnoteRef:19] However, external sources from this time period could determine otherwise. In a letter written by Pope Leo IX to the Emperor, the Pope describes the Normans as an alien people with ‘more than Pagan impiety’.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  See Figure One, Mosaic of Roger II Sicily, provided in module reader.]  [19:  Amatus, The Vision of Archbishop of Salerno, provided in module reader. ]  [20:  Pope Leo IX, Letter to the Emperor, provided in module reader. ] 

This is an example of the difficulty which historians face relying on literary work alone, as the biases of each authorship will surely impact the way that they describe events or other people. This is why architecture is useful to the historian in this sense. The Normans are often depicted as castle builders, however noticeably on the defensive, and this features in chanson de gestes, as well as histories. Geoffrey of Malaterra states that: ‘since they lacked a fortress through which they could protect themselves from the inhabitants of the area, they built one’.[footnoteRef:21] The physical structure of castles in Northern Europe and England, is the only definitive way to establish whether the organisational and administrative nature of the Normans, is a factual truth. Douglas explains the tactics by which the Normans were able to conquer land with limited numbers: by erecting fortified strong points and countless “Motte and Bailey” castles throughout England between the years 1067-1070.[footnoteRef:22] Castles such as the Clifford’s Castle in York,[footnoteRef:23] are surviving evidence that this element of character is a legitimate characteristic of the nature of Norman identity, outside of literary works. Therefore, it can be concluded that, though some elements of Normanitas are clearly exaggerated in literature, there are some characteristics which come from factual evidence. The portrayal of the Normans as a people that settle, adapt and assimilate is evident in the numerous castles found throughout England, Sicily and Southern Italy, and therefore proves that, if not all, some elements found in the concept of Normanitas are not just literary devices, but are real depictions, such as the ‘Norman encastellation’ of conquered territories.[footnoteRef:24]  [21:  Geoffrey of Malaterra, The Deeds of Count Roger, provided in module reader. ]  [22:  David C. Douglas, The Norman Achievement 1050-1100 (Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1969). ]  [23:  English Heritage, Clifford’s Tower: York, English Heritage, Available at https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/cliffords-tower-york/, Accessed on [16/11/2018]. ]  [24:  Douglas, Norman Achievement.] 

The realistic depiction of an identity is difficult to determine when the only historical material available to analyse is that of literary works, which contain a variety of biases opposing one another depending on the authorship of the literature.[footnoteRef:25] The variety in authorship and the nature of the literary work itself, varies the purpose and use of the concept of Normanitas as a literary device. Although it is evident that Normanitas is very much exaggerated for the display of performing arts such as the chanson de geste, and so acts purely as a literary device in its function, it cannot be denied that the identity of a person or group is subjective. In my opinion, the concept of Normanitas bears some resemblance to reality, if not to those who perceive and interacted with the Normans, then at least to how the Normans identified and saw themselves.  [25:  For an example of negative perspectives towards the Normans from an external source, refer to the The Alexiad by Anna Comena (Byzantine chronicler). ‘In everything, in [Bohemond’s] words as well as his deeds, he never chose the right path’.] 
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