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The historiographical value of Dudo of Saint-Quentin's[footnoteRef:1] Gesta Normannorum has been an extremely contentious subject throughout modern medieval study. It has been in debate for so long that David C. Douglas, in an article published in 1942, felt the need to preface any discussion of Rollo by stating: [1:  hereafter referred to as Dudo] 


The problem of Rollo is bound up with that of Dudo of Saint-Quentin who between 1015 and 1026 compiled his 'panegyric' of the Norman dynasty. In 1865 J. Lair[footnoteRef:2] made his learned attempt to rehabilitate Dudo as an [sic] historical source, and his conclusions were generally accepted by Steenstrup[footnoteRef:3] and in part by Vogel.[footnoteRef:4] But they had already been successfully impugned in 1880 by Sir Henry Howorth, who showed conclusively how little reliance could be placed upon any statement made by Dudo about Rollo. Since the appearance of this article[footnoteRef:5] it has been clear that Rollo’s biography must be constructed independently of the dean of St. Quentin.[footnoteRef:6] [2:  Jules Lair, who published Gesta Normannorum under the name De moribus et actis primorum Normanniae ducum in 1865.]  [3:  Johannes Christoffer Hage Steenstrup, wh authored Danish-language book on Norman history Normannerne, first published 1876.]  [4:  Walther Vogel, who authored the German-language book on Norman history Die Normannen und das fränkische reich bis zur gründung der Normandie (799-811), first published 1906.]  [5:  ‘A Criticism of the Life of Rollo as told by Dudo of St. Quentin’, published in Archaeologica.]  [6:  D.C. Douglas, ‘Rollo of Normandy’, The English Historical Review, 57.228 (1942), 417-436 (pp. 417-418) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/554369> [accessed 11 October 2026]] 


Academic consensus has settled on Douglas' side, as Dudo's accounts of Norman history are, indisputably, filled with falsehoods and inaccuracies. However, while Douglas and Howorth were commenting entirely on the value of the Gesta Normannorum as a historical text to be taken literally, he failed to acknowledge the immense value Dudo's writings have in understanding some contemporary attitudes toward the Normans. While Gesta Normannorum is primarily a propagandized history of the Normans from their genesis in Scandinavia to the reign of Dudo's primary benefactor, Richard II of Normandy, it serves a second hidden purpose. The Gesta Normannorum is in places subtly subversive, using its effusive panegyric to disguise more critical commentary on the actions of the Normans. Several examples of positive traits attributed to Normans are contradicted within the text in ways which are not immediately apparent to the reader.

[bookmark: _Int_qK4yQAG0]Chapter 11 of the Gesta Normannorum provides an example of the criticism found in its subtext. It follows Rollo, leader of the Normans, as he besieges various cities in Francia and negotiates with Æthelstan[footnoteRef:7] to take half of the kingdom of England. As he and his men travel across Francia they encounter conflict in Bayeux, razing the city after having lent it protection for a year, with Rollo taking ‘captives and spoils from the whole region’ for himself.[footnoteRef:8] One of these captives is Popa, who Rollo marries and has a son, William, with. Dudo uses particular phrasing when referring to the marriage between Rollo and Popa: ‘secum laetus adduxit eamque sibi connubio ascivit’.[footnoteRef:9] The usage of connubio as the term for marriage is notable, as Dudo previously uses conubii in a passage describing the Gauls and other European peoples: ‘illinc soboles innumeras obscena illiciti connubii commistione patrando generant’[footnoteRef:10], translated by Felice Lifshitz as ‘men beget from [women] countless filthy offspring through mingling in a union of unlawful sexual union’.[footnoteRef:11] The usage of connubii instead of the more conventional matrimonii could indicate an othering by Dudo, and the negative comparison to the ’filthy’ Gallic peoples may be comparative by Dudo, showing the Normans may not be so different from the barbaric other they oppose. Lifshitz also notes that connubium is used by Dudo when referring to the pre-Norman Dacians[footnoteRef:12] and their ’wanton and lascivious sexual excesses’.[footnoteRef:13] The usage of this same language for Rollo shows that Dudo did not fundamentally see him as any different to the Dacian youths who are portrayed as immature and hedonistic, subverting the presented image of Rollo, and therefore the Normans both under him then and who would come after him, as reformed, noble people. [7:  referred to in Felice Lifshitz’ translation as Alstem]  [8:  Dudo of Saint-Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, ed. by Felice Lifshitz, chapter 11. <https://sourcebooks.web.fordham.edu/source/dudu-stquentin-gesta-trans-lifshitz.asp> [accessed 11 October 2026]]  [9:  Dudo of Saint-Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, ed. by Jean Lair. (Caen: Le Blanc-Handel, 1865), p. 157, <https://archive.org/details/bub_gb_FfoI_dZG8d0C/page/n159/mode/2up> [accessed 11 October 2026]]  [10:  ibid, p. 129.]  [11:  Dudo of Saint-Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, ed. by Felice Lifshitz, chapter 2.]  [12:  while Dacia is now understood to be in the Carpathian area of Europe, Dudo erroneously refers to what is now Denmark as Dacia throughout Gesta Normannorum. This is an intentional decision by Rollo to lend legitimacy to the Normans, as he claims the Dacians, Greeks and Danish people are one and the same.]  [13:  Dudo of Saint-Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, ed. by Felice Lifshitz, note 11 within chapter 11.] 


As a man of the cloth, Dudo does not refrain from using the Christian god as an underpinning for his praise of the Normans. In places, the Gesta Normannorum resembles the hagiographic, as seen when Dudo writes of Richard I as such:
Having briefly summed up his deeds, we accordingly say with merit and equity and credibility that Richard, duke of the Norman region, is blessed and holy: all the gifts associated with the evangelical beatitudes are certainly found in him. [footnoteRef:14] [14:  ibid, chapter 59.] 

He continues to describe how Richard embodies each of these gifts and in his apostrophe beneath writes that Richard is 'distinguished and honorable' and his actions are 'celebrated among all worshippers of Christ'.[footnoteRef:15] This emphasis of his holiness is also one given to Rollo. When speaking with Æthelstan, the English king thanks Rollo for coming to his aid, saying ‘because of me, you left behind a realm given to you by God and hastily came to my assistance’.[footnoteRef:16] To have been given this land by God is proof that the Normans are holy, and that the Christian God is on their side. Thus, on the surface, the panegyric tone is emphasised. On basic analysis, the Normans are being presented as godly and blessed. [15:  ibid, chapter 59.]  [16:  ibid, chapter 11.] 


[bookmark: _Int_ItRvmBOg][bookmark: _Int_xEu2zw7i][bookmark: _Int_UuGCj3Nb]However, within this same chapter, Dudo once again subverts the positive commentary he is giving to Rollo. Shortly after his pillaging of Bayeux, Rollo and his men attack the city of Evreux, sacking the city and seizing ’spoils and very many of the populace’.[footnoteRef:17] The bishop of Evreux, despite being one of the Norman targets, is not among them: ’the bishop, Sebar by name, has by God’s will escaped’.[footnoteRef:18] That God’s will is against the Normans here is a direct repudiation of the hagiographic claims of Richard and the claims of divine provenance Dudo lays upon the Normans later in this same chapter. If God’s will is that for the Normans to take the land of Normandy, and Richard is blessed and holy, how can the divine turn against the Normans for something as simple as capturing a bishop? For this to be true, the other claims of Dudo must be false. While he has claimed to the Norman patrons who are supporting him that they are holy, pious, blessed and the living embodiment of beatification, the text of the Gesta Normannum and its direct claim that God’s will protected the bishop Sebar indicates that Dudo does not truly believe they are as holy nor chosen by God as they desire to be. [17:  ibid, chapter 11.]  [18:  ibid, chapter 11.] 


It is important to clarify that no known Norman source saw these subversive commentaries as anything out of the ordinary. Dudo's patrons, counts Richard I and Richard II of Normandy, certainly did not see his writing as anything beyond the panegyric it is on a surface reading, as he continued to write undisturbed and without editing or a cessation of support until the death of Richard II in 1026. The basic presented image of the Normans is exactly as it can be inferred they wanted to be seen; pious, godly and holy, but fearsome, undefeatable and aggressive and yet fair and righteous. Beyond this image, however, Dudo frequently presents the Normans more in line with what may have been the opinions held by non-Normans toward them. Below the surface they are wanton, hedonistic and immature, consumed by lust and despite appearances, not truly holy or blessed by God. Dudo was himself not a Norman; while he spent time under employ of the Norman leadership, he was a Picard who, Leah Shopkow postulates, was educated in Liège under Carolingian tradition.[footnoteRef:19] Shopkow further clarifies that the Norman leadership could not read Latin despite commissioning this work, which may explain how the subtextual criticisms and arguments were not apparent to Dudo’s patrons.[footnoteRef:20] The Gesta Normannum thus serves as both a hagiographic document befitting the Norman reputating for self-aggrandizing histories and as a contemporary source of the negative attributes associated with the Normans. [19:  Leah Shopkow, ’The Carolingian world of Dudo of Saint-Quentin, Journal of Medieval History, 15.1 (1989),19-37 <https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-4181(89)90031-6> [accessed 11 October 2026]]  [20:  ibid, abstract.] 
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