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Amatus was a monk living and writing in the Abbey of Montecassino between c. 1073 and 1080.[footnoteRef:1] He wrote the History of the Normans at the end of that period[footnoteRef:2] and in c. 1133 Peter the Deacon, in his ‘Book concerning the Illustrious Men of the abbey of Cassino’ says of Amatus that, as well as writing other books, “He edited ‘The History of the Normans’, and divided that into eight books.”[footnoteRef:3] Peter also tells us that Amatus was a bishop, although he gives no further detail. Amatus is listed by RHC Davis as the earliest chronicler of the Normans in Italy and Sicily, his list beginning with Amatus writing and ending with Peter of Eboli in c. 1195.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  RHC Davis The Normans and their Myth (London: Thames & Hudson, 1976) p. 88.]  [2:  Graham S Loud in the introduction to Prescott N Dunbar’s translation of History of the Normans by Amatus of Montecassino (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2004) p. 1.]  [3:  Peter the Deacon, Liber de Viris Illustribus Cenobii Casinensis, c. 20, MPL 173, col. 1032 as quoted in Amatus’ History of the Normans p. 10.]  [4:  RHC Davis The Normans (London: Thames & Hudson, 1976) p. 88.] 

The History of the Normans of Amatus of Montecassino is the earliest substantial narrative account of the conquest of southern Italy in the eleventh century by the French interlopers whom contemporaries described as ‘Normans’.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Loud, intro. to History of the Normans p. 1.] 

Loud’s use of the word ‘interlopers’ does not support Amatus pro-Norman stance.

The History was dedicated to Abbot Desiderius of Montecassino who was in 1086 to become Pope Victor III.[footnoteRef:6] That Amatus is living at Montecassino is important: the abbey had been founded by St Benedict who had composed his Rule for the guidance of monks living there[footnoteRef:7] and it was the founding abbey for the whole Benedictine order. It also had a substantial library and was renowned for producing scholarly work and was a very important house.[footnoteRef:8] Robert Guiscard and his brother Richard of Capua favoured Montecassino, indeed in 1058 Amatus tells us that Richard was received into Capua by Desiderius ‘in procession like a king’ and that ‘He granted peace to the church and promised to fight its enemies.’[footnoteRef:9] Loud goes on to say: ‘He had, in a word, become respectable. From an interloper, he had become a ruler; from the Normans being the main threat to southern Italy’s riches abbey, they had become its protectors.’ Although not a Norman, Amatus is in favour of the Norman rule of southern Italy and Webber details some of the complimentary terms he used to describe them.[footnoteRef:10] That these men were patrons of Montecassino must also have helped in the formation of Amatus’ attitude.[footnoteRef:11] Robert Guiscard’s patronage must have been problematic: he was often at odds with the papacy and was, indeed, excommunicated twice, events glossed over by Amatus.[footnoteRef:12] The final chapter of Amatus’ History details Robert and Richard’s treatment of Montecassino in punishing anyone who harmed the monastery, restoring castelli, leaving more castelli to the monastery, supplying fish for fast days… the list of benefits is long. The finishing words of the History are: ‘May God, who is the father and remunerator of all good works, grant these two men [Richard and Robert] merit in eternal life through the merits of St Benedict. Amen.’[footnoteRef:13] Since Amatus was a monk, we may assume that he considered Norman success to have divine approval. [6:  Loud, intro. to History of the Normans p. 1.]  [7:  CH Lawrence Medieval Monasticism (London: Longman, 1984) p. 19.]  [8:  Loud, intro. to History of the Normans p. 3.]  [9:  Amatus as quoted in The Age of Robert Guiscard p. 127. ]  [10:  Nick Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity 911 – 1154 (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2005) p. 66 ‘His discussion of the Normans is filled with positive adjectives: the Normans are ‘vaillant’ and ‘fortissime’, their leaders ‘adorned with knightly virtues.’]  [11:  Loud, intro. to History of the Normans p. 3.]  [12:  Ibid. p. 16.]  [13:  Amatus, History of the Normans p. 205] 


Amatus’ near contemporary, Geoffrey Malaterra, does not include the Norman foundation myth of Amatus’ first chapter, although Dudo of St Quentin describes Rollo’s arrival in what was to become Normandy, making it seem a promised land on the banks of the Seine.[footnoteRef:14] I can find no other reference to the origin of the Normans being on an island: does their ‘island heritage’ make them seem a little more heroic? William of Apulia, writing at about the same time, gives a linguistic definition of the word Norman. [14:  Dudo of St Quentin Historia Normannorum chapter 10: ‘… the Seine, flowing with its crystal-clear courses and lapping the fragrant grasses of its elevated banks…’] 

In the language of their native country the wind which carries them from the boreal regions from which they have departed to seek the frontiers of Italy is called ‘north’, and the word ‘man’ is used among them to signify homo; thus they are called ‘Normans’, that is ‘men of the north wind’ [homines boreales].[footnoteRef:15] [15:  G A Loud, The Age of Robert Guiscard: Southern Italy and the Norman Conquest (Harlow: Pearson Education Ltd, 2000) p. 81.] 



The featured section of Amatus’ History of the Normans gives a small insight into the Norman myth. He tells us that they come from ‘a plain filled with woods and fruit trees’ and that they were ‘robust and strong’ and that ‘the fields and orchards were not sufficient for producing the necessities of life for so many.’ Since he says that they had come to this fertile-sounding area from an island we can deduce that they not only multiplied rapidly but were travellers, always looking out for new places to conquer. This again has echoes of Dudo’s work.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Dudo of St Quentin Historia Chapter 10.] 


Amatus’ text now exists only as an early fourteenth century translation in French from the original Latin.[footnoteRef:17] This translation has omissions and it is impossible to know whether these lacunae were present in the original book or are a result of the translator’s editing. Two sections in the featured text are in italics and enclosed in square brackets. These are additions to Amatus’ original text. The following phrase is one that has suffered from multiple translation: “And for this reason they were called ‘Normans’ that is men of ‘Nora’, for ‘man’ in the German language is the equivalent of [the French word] ‘home’.”[footnoteRef:18] Note that italics are not used for the foreign words. Loud notes that the fourteenth century translation from the Latin uses ‘idiosyncratic’ French, full of Italianisms: ‘he was certainly a native Italian and not a Frenchman[footnoteRef:19].’ Perhaps this accounts for Dunbar’s slightly confusing editing here. Should he for clarity’s sake have edited the words ‘man’ to ‘man[n]’ and ‘home’ to ‘hom[m]e’? [17:  Loud, intro. to History of the Normans p. 1.]  [18:  Amatus, History of the Normans trans. Dunbar p. 45.]  [19:  Loud, intro. to History of the Normans p. 18.] 


The two brief paragraphs studied here are full of the language of diaspora and conquest: ‘they scattered here and there’, ‘they abandoned little to acquire much’, ‘like the ancient warriors, they desired to have all people under their rule and dominion.’ From this one would think they had conquered the known world. Although Amatus viewed the Normans as friends, the Normans of this text are not men to be trusted: ‘They took up arms, breaking the bond of peace’ and they are militaristic: they ‘created a great army of foot soldiers and horsemen.’[footnoteRef:20] Amatus does not say that these soldiers are Normans, indeed his writing could infer that they are merely under Norman orders. All of this: the travel, the conquest, the militarism, the adaptability and assimilation, feed into to what we now consider the Norman Myth: Normanitas. [20:  Amatus, History of the Normans p. 46] 
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