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The question of the Norman identity is a complex one, with many contrasting views. Douglas, in his The Norman Achievement for example, considers the Norman peoples to have enough similarities to be considered a distinctive group identity.[footnoteRef:1] In contrast to this, Davis in The Normans and their Myth considers this unified identity to be a myth designed to create the impression of a united people or nation, referring to the different Norman conquests as ‘disjointed events’.[footnoteRef:2] Baxter-Wolf echoes these sentiments, although claiming that Davis should have delved further into the topic.[footnoteRef:3] However, the topic itself is full of issues, such as how to define identity, with a lack of consistency being one of Webber’s complaints regarding the topic.[footnoteRef:4] For the purposes of this essay, ‘identity’ will be defined as the ways in which the Normans perceive themselves and are perceived by others, to get as broad and versatile a framework as possible to work from. This essay will attempt to determine how different Normans were perceived and compare with different times and places to establish how their identity evolves in different scenarios.  [1:  David C. Douglas, The Norman Achievement: 1050-1100 (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1969) p. 89.]  [2:  R.H.C. Davis, The Normans and their Myth (London: Thames and Hudson, 1976) p.p. 13, 16.]  [3:  Kenneth Baxter-Wolf, Making History: The Normans and their Histories in Twelfth Century Italy (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995) p. 3.]  [4:  Nick Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity: 911-1154 (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2005) p.p. 2-5.] 

The first issue that must be addressed is the Scandinavian aspect of the Norman identity. One of the ways in which this aspect remains in the historical sources is the somewhat subversive references to the Normans as the ‘fierce wolf’ grazing in the ‘sheep’s field’ in Dudo of Saint-Quentin’s account of the settlement of Normandy.[footnoteRef:5] This quotation firstly evokes the image of Viking plunderers attacking and stealing from helpless civilians during raids, implying that a certain aspect of the Viking heritage of the Norman settlers remained. He is also said to have been granted an area of Brittany for plunder, further showing this continuation of Norse lifestyle.[footnoteRef:6] The image of the wolf is also very important in the mythology of the Scandinavian population, through the figure of Fenrir.[footnoteRef:7] The image of the sheep is also important within Christian iconography, with the idea of the followers of the religion being a ‘flock’ for God. Therefore, this metaphor also acts in a way to add doubt as to the sincerity of Rollo’s conversion to Christianity, using the image of the pagan mythology of the wolf to represent Normans and the Christian icon of the sheep to represent the pre-existing inhabitants, giving the impression that they continued attacking the locals after their apparent conversion. This backs up Douglas’ point of the Normans being initially reluctant to relinquish their Norse customs and Neveux’s perspective that Rollo continued to act as a Viking chief in Normandy.[footnoteRef:8] From this, a distinctive Norman identity did not form directly after Rollo’s acquisition of Normandy but occurred later. [5:  Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, (as seen in course handbook).]  [6:  Dudo, Gesta.]  [7:  The Poetic Edda, translated by Carolyne Larrington (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014) p.p. 9, 44.]  [8:  Douglas, Norman Achievement, p. 24; Francois Neveux, A Brief History of the Normans: The Conquests that Changed the Face of Europe, translated by Howard Curtis (London: Robinson, 2008) p. 70.] 

A distinctive Norman identity was formed with Normandy once the Frankish and Christian customs became predominant, at the expense of their initial Scandinavian origins, which became rather lacking.[footnoteRef:9] The purpose of this change of identity occurred for various reasons. The first reason is a desire to distance themselves from the ‘wolves’ that were their ancestors, and to associate themselves with the Christian Franks, perhaps to forge a new national identity.[footnoteRef:10] This Frankish identity carries on throughout the Norman expansion, with the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle being unable to distinguish between the Normans and the remainder of France, referring to the Norman conquerors as ‘French’, although Henry of Huntingdon does refer to them as ‘Normans’ in his account.[footnoteRef:11] The association with the Franks is also depicted with the fleur-de-lis on the image of Roger II of Sicily being crowned by Christ (fig. 1), as well as being evoked by Bohemund to appeal to his fellow Normans to join the First Crusade.[footnoteRef:12] This shows that across the Norman territories, this Frankish identity remains a constant presence, at least initially. This may have been to establish themselves as the ‘champions of Christendom’, as Albu puts it,[footnoteRef:13] perhaps as a justification for their actions. Neveux also attributes the adoption of Frankish identity as a means of establishing their authority.[footnoteRef:14] This makes sense, as it would be beneficial for the locals to relate to their leaders on a cultural level, as well as to make communication between Normandy and its neighbouring allies more coherent. Although Davis attributes the adoption of this new identity as a way of being confident in their new beliefs and customs,[footnoteRef:15] I would argue that it is in fact out of a deep insecurity in their ‘barbaric, pagan’ origins that led to this usurping of their self-image. The extent to which the Normans adopted Frankish customs and identity shows a desire to disavow their ancestors ’actions, and to relieve them of the burden of drawing parallels within themselves to such behaviour. Overall, the Normans were in a way united both in the need to present a strong, relatable persona to better administer their local and surrounding populations, and to relieve themselves of the burden of their ancestry by diverting attention away from the more ‘barbaric’ elements of their past, and towards a recognisable Christian identity to justify their actions, both to themselves and to the rest of Christendom. [9:  Douglas, Norman Achievement p. 24.]  [10:  Davis, The Normans and their Myth p.p. 12-16.]  [11:  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, translated and edited by Michael Swanton (London: Phoenix Press, 2000) p. 199; Henry of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum, bk.2, ch.27.]  [12:  Robert the Monk, Historia Iherosolimitana,, bk.2 ch.2.]  [13:  Emily Albu, The Normans in their Histories: Propaganda, Myth and Subversion (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2001) p. 3.]  [14:  Neveux, Brief History of the Normans p. 196.]  [15:  Davis, The Normans and their Myth p. 15.] 

One element of Norman identity which is of particular importance is that of the Normans being ‘tricksters’. This aspect of their character is presented by Henry of Huntingdon rather overtly, referring to them as ‘violent and cunning’,[footnoteRef:16] and in Anna Comnena’s description of Bohemund and his swearing of allegiance to Alexius after the promise of treasure.[footnoteRef:17]It is also represented more indirectly in accounts of events, such as the tactics at the siege of Antioch in convincing a messenger to defect.[footnoteRef:18] The situation of Harold’s oath to William the Conqueror could also be interpreted as an example of trickery, given the possibility of it being taken under duress following the release of Harold from imprisonment.[footnoteRef:19] This perception of the Normans as tricksters is either portrayed in a positive way or negatively, depending on the situation and the author in question. The siege of Antioch for example, is presented as a clever tactic by crusade chroniclers, whereas Bohemund is described by Anna Comnena as a ‘liar’.[footnoteRef:20] Therefore, this character trait is either presented as examples of divine inspiration and piety or is a call-back to the Normans’ roots as plunderers, possibly a subversive reference to the figure of Loki as a trickster in Norse mythology. This further increases the importance of the Normans convincing themselves of their Frankish identity, as they could spin this trait as using intelligent tactics in their expansion of Christendom, allowing them to ignore the parallels to their origins. Albu puts forward the idea that this trickster nature also shows some anxiety over the Normans’ abilities as rulers, although she also states that this trait also created unstable communities.[footnoteRef:21] However, except for England and a few small rebellions in Sicily, Norman rule was mostly stable. It certainly didn’t prevent them from effectively ruling over three distinct peoples in Sicily. Overall, although the perception of the Normans as tricksters may indeed have been a source of anxiety, it did not negatively affect their ability to rule in most situations and allowed the Normans to present themselves as intelligent champions of Christendom. [16:  Henry of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum, bk.2 ch.2.]  [17:  Anna Comnena, Alexiad bk.10 ch.11.]  [18:  Raymond d’Aguilers, Historia Francorum qui ceperunt Iherusalem, translated by August C. Krey, The First Crusade: The Accounts of Eyewitnesses and Participants (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1921) p.p. 153-155; Gesta Francorum, translated by August C. Krey, The First Crusade: The Accounts of Eyewitnesses and Participants (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1921) p.p. 151-153.]  [19:  William of Poitiers, Gesta Willelmi ducis Normannorum et regis Anglorum, (as seen in course handbook); Bayeux Tapestry, scenes 21-30.]  [20:  Anna Comnena, Alexiad, bk.10 ch.11.]  [21:  Albu, Normans in their Histories p. 4.] 

On the topic of administration, another identity associated with the Normans is that of effective rulers. While this is certainly the case in Normandy, Italy and Sicily, the question of their administrative abilities in England has been called into question. Whereas Neveux buys into the idea of Norman England’s effective governorship,[footnoteRef:22] Warren puts forward the idea that this perception is a misconception.[footnoteRef:23] One specific example is the coin minting industry, stating that people seemingly forgot about rules which had existed for generations, leading to a monetary crisis.[footnoteRef:24] He also attributes the innovations in the Norman administration as a response to problems the Normans themselves created, rather than as improvements to the system, as traditionally believed.[footnoteRef:25] Using these findings, it is reasonable to assume that, like in Normandy before, the Normans did not establish complete control over the local administration until a generation after their conquest. This shows a similarity between the adoption of Frankish ways in a somewhat archaic manner in Normandy and the imposition of Normans into Anglo-Saxon positions of influence and administration in a similarly archaic way, showing the similar methods of conquest and adoption of other customs from the original Norman conquest.  [22:  Neveux, Brief History of the Normans p. 196-7.]  [23:  W.L. Warren, ‘The Myth of Norman Administrative Efficiency: The Prothero Lecture’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, vol. 34 (1984) p.p. 113-132.]  [24:  Warren, Myth of Norman Administrative Efficiency p.p. 116-8.]  [25:  Warren, Myth of Norman Administrative Efficiency p.p. 115-6.] 

The representation of the Normans as a singular unit in the later Anglo-Norman sources, particularly Henry of Huntingdon and William of Malmesbury is particularly interesting in their possible reasoning for doing so. Both sources make references to the Anglo-Saxons as having sinned, and the Norman conquest as God’s punishment for doing so.[footnoteRef:26] Van Houts puts forward the idea that the Anglo-Saxons were traumatised by the events of the Norman invasion, and this portrayal of the invasion as God’s punishment was a way for the English population to cope and come to terms with the shame of defeat, by depersonalising it.[footnoteRef:27] From this, it could be extended to suggest that from the English point of view, presenting the Normans as a unified group could also be a means to cope with the suffering they experienced by presenting the Normans as both ‘other’ and the deceptive aspects of Norman character as of divine influence. This would further add to the Norman desire to be perceived as just Christians. They could also spin the brutal suppression of the Anglo-Saxon resistance as a way of helping the English to be cleansed of their sinful ways by submitting to such divine inspiration. This would also help the Normans to overcome any guilt they may have felt towards their actions in the conquest of England. Overall, the unification of the Norman identity was as much a device used by the people they conquered to explain and cope with their defeat, as it was a means for the Normans to justify their victory. [26:  William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, (as seen in course handbook); Henry of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum bk.2 ch.2, bk.2 ch.38.]  [27:  Elisabeth van Houts, Memory and Gender in Medieval Europe, 900-1200 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999) p.p.128-9.] 

Another common aspect of Norman image and identity is their ability to quickly subjugate their conquered peoples, particularly through the use of the castle. As Douglas points out, the erection of castles allowed the Normans to control large populations with relatively low manpower of their own.[footnoteRef:28] This strategy of consolidating their power through castle building is common to every instance of Norman expansion, from Wales to the Holy Land. Using Wales as a specific example, the building of Chepstow Castle (fig. 2) marked the first recognisable incursion from the Normans into Wales. By building such an imposing fortress, they are staking a claim to the territory that is unmistakably Norman in origin, as the Welsh did not build castles of their own before the Norman invasion of Wales initiated. In many ways, the castle became the definitive expression of Norman power over an area, this association with the Normans being an example of how they used common strategies in their conquests. [28:  Douglas, The Norman Achievement p. 86.] 

The final questionable aspect in determining the unity of the Norman identity is the evolution and incorporation of different Norman leaders into the peoples of the areas they controlled. For example, Norman-Sicilian leaders adopted the dress and ambitions of Byzantine emperors (fig. 1), Anglo-Norman kings eventually incorporated themselves into England and Normandy was eventually annexed into France. Davis presents this as an example of the Normans ‘losing their identity’, which from a certain point of view could be seen as the case, as the features that traditionally defined them ceased to be prevalent.[footnoteRef:29] However, the very definition and purpose of the Norman identity itself, as discussed previously, was the adaptation of a new identity. Therefore, it could be argued that the flexibility of their characteristics, to the point of them being unrecognisable within a few generations, is actually a fundamental part of what made the Normans a people in the first place. Davis himself points out that there is not a single contemporary reference to the ‘Normans’ regarding Sicily.[footnoteRef:30] This shows that the leaders of Sicily were deliberately adopting a new culture, just as their ancestors did when they adopted Frankish culture. The same is true for William the Conqueror in England, who retained many Anglo-Saxon traditions, such as the coinage system and the hundreds. Although the English experience with the Normans was initially rather brutal, this treatment was only done out of necessity due to the continuous rebellions and his intention was to be the legitimate ruler of England, as Neveux points out.[footnoteRef:31] William did everything he could to try to gain the support of the Anglo-Saxon nobility by attempting to gain the support of Harold through guaranteeing him a high ranking position in William’s royal court.[footnoteRef:32] Therefore, it can be assumed that if this came to pass, the Normans would have adapted to the culture and customs of the Anglo-Saxons similarly to how they did to the Frankish culture in Normandy and the Greek culture in Sicily. Due to the insecurity about their Viking past and their acknowledgement of the need to adapt to their surroundings, the Normans’ assimilation into other peoples is one of the defining features of what separates the Normans from other conquerors, and perhaps explains why they were so successful, despite their relatively small population size. [29:  Davis, The Normans and their Myth p. 16.]  [30:  Davis, The Normans and their Myth p. 84.]  [31:  Neveux, Brief History of the Normans p. 197.]  [32:  Willian of Poitiers, Gesta Willelmi ducis Normannorum et regis Anglorum.] 

Overall, although the different groups of Normans in their territories’ characteristics may have diverged, it is exactly this adaptability and willingness to incorporate themselves among the peoples they govern that unites their conquests together. On top of this, there are many similarities in the ways they went about achieving these conquests initially, such as the use of devious tactics to gain victories and the construction of castles to consolidate their control over an area. The insecurity of the Normans’ past as Vikings and plunderers made them realise that, in order to establish themselves as an effective dynastical power, they needed to use similar approaches to gain power to what their ancestors did, but also needed to adapt to survive. Therefore, the idea that the Normans were not united by a shared sense of identity is incorrect. Although, as Davis puts it, the various Norman achievements are somewhat ‘disjointed’, [footnoteRef:33] it is in fact this disjointed nature that makes them so unique and is one of the main factors that define the Norman people. [33:  Davis, The Normans and their Myth p. 13.] 
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Figure 2: Chepstow Castle, sourced via https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d4/Chepstow_castleS2_stitch.jpg
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