Amatus of Montecassino: The History of the Normans	Andrew Jones
Out of the North shall evil break forth
Jeremiah, I:14 (King James Version)

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Benedictine monk Amatus was commissioned by Abbot Desiderius to write the first history of the Normans in Italy to commemorate Richard Drengot and Robert Guiscard, Prince of Capua and Duke of Apulia, Calabria and Sicily respectively by virtue of conquest, ostensibly for their generosity towards Montecassino Abbey and the Church. It is likely that the Historia Normannorum was written between 1078 and 1080 after the death of Richard who was considered to be an ally of the Abbey, and before Robert’s reconciliation with Gregory VII in July 1080.[footnoteRef:1] The work only survives as a single manuscript in a French translation commissioned by a ‘conte de Militrée’[footnoteRef:2] in 1310. It is abridged thus the work is as much a product of the 14th as of the 12th century. However, Leo Marsicanus[footnoteRef:3] used Amatus’s original Latin script as a source for the second redaction of his Chronica monasterii Casiniensis and relevant passages do not differ appreciably from L’Ystoire thus authenticating the abridgement.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  K.B. Wolf, Making History: the Normans and their Historians in Eleventh-Century Italy (Pennsylvania University Press, 1995), p. 88. Amatus makes no reference to the reconciliation thus placing the work before July 1080.]  [2:  Wolf, ibid., p. 89. Possibly the count had some connection with the Angevin dynasty, successors to the Normans.]  [3:  Librarian and archivist at Montecassino and near contemporary of Amatus (c1045-1115).]  [4:  Wolf, ibid., p. 89.] 

No complete inventory of the Montecassino library survives from the period but by the 11th century it boasted one of the richest scriptoria in Europe.[footnoteRef:5] Amatus may well have had access to classical works either in their original or as copies as well as ecclesiastical treatises. The library contained classical and medieval histories and he would have been familiar with classical historians. He specifically references the works of fellow Benedictine, Paul the Deacon.[footnoteRef:6] It is likely that he read other historical texts as well.[footnoteRef:7] However, it is important to stress that medieval histories, including Amatus’s, characteristically formed a fusion of the fabulous and narrative, in contrast to more modern histories that use evidence to inform interpretation.  [5:  F. Newton, The Scriptorium and Library of Monte Cassino, 1058-1105 (Cambridge University Press, 2001).]  [6:  Paul the Deacon was an 8th century monk of Montecassino who wrote Historia Langobardorum, Gothorum et Wandalorum  which cited the legendary origins of the Franks in Scandinavia.]  [7:  For example Gregory of Tours (c538-594): Historia Francorum; Bede (c672-735): Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum. It is possible that he also knew of Dudo of St Quentin (late 10th century): Historia Normannorum and William of Jumièges who chronicled the Norman Conquest of England, Gesta Normannorum Ducum c1070.] 

The French redaction begins with a short editorial preface in which Amatus justifies a non-ecclesiastical work by linking Richard and Robert’s actions to Cyrus the Great (thereby divinely sanctioned and legitimising):  princes de Normandie est complie la parole que Dieu dist à Cyre, roi de Persie’.  The choice of biblical allusion, written in medieval French, suggests that the readers are to view the Normans as powerful alien forces (‘Cyruses’) chosen by God to assist the Catholic Church.[footnoteRef:8] The short excerpt is from the beginning of the narrative and deals with Norman roots. Amatus claims a single origin before their migration to France: an island called ‘Nora’ (in the North, associated in the medieval mind with paganism[footnoteRef:9]). Unlike other writers who posited classical or biblical ancestry,[footnoteRef:10] he does not ascribe eastern roots to the Normans: Amatus is the first to cite ‘Nora’ and it is possible that he may be using Norman oral rather than classical mythologies.[footnoteRef:11] The patria Normannorum was fertile: ‘filled with woods and fruit trees’, but overpopulation caused them to move again (6th century Jordanes gave a similar reason for Goth migrations[footnoteRef:12]). The second paragraph covers the Norman diaspora. Amatus obliquely refers to their rapacity and aggression: ‘abandoning little in order to acquire much....like ancient warriors’. Although documentary evidence is to the contrary[footnoteRef:13], Amatus posits that they did not come to Italy as mercenaries: ‘placing themselves in the service of others’ but he is clear that the Normans came to dominate: ‘they desired to have all people under their rule’. [8:  Wolf, Making History: the Normans and their Historians in Eleventh-Century Italy. p. 90.]  [9:  R. Rix, The Barbarian North in Medieval Imagination: Ethnicity, Legend and Literature, (London: Routledge, 2014), available at INetCache/IE/T29M1VQZ/The%20Barbarian%20North%20in%20Medieval%20Imagination.pdf (Accessed 22nd October 2017)]  [10:  Dudo referred to the Normans as Danes, descended from the Trojan hero Antenor, or Dani, which was confused with the poetic name for the Greeks (Danai); William of Jumièges, by contrast, claimed ancestry from Magog, the grandson of Noah.]  [11:  Duke Richard was guest of honour at the dedication of Desiderius’ new basilica in 1071.]  [12:  Jordanes (mid 6th century) based his Getica on earlier works by Cassiodorus on the origins and deeds of the Goths and it is possible that Amatus may have ‘borrowed’ the concept of a lack of land resource as a reason for migration.]  [13:  In the first redaction of Leo Marsicanus’ Chronica, the exiled Rodulf and men look for military service in Capua, cited by Wolf, Making History: the Normans and their Historians in Eleventh-Century Italy, p. 8.] 

Medieval ecclesiastical histories are as much about what should be, as what was i.e. they should be viewed as enlightening treatises rather than statements of fact. The Normans had been in Italy for less than a century and needed to establish their legitimacy to rule. The earliest reported date of the arrival of Normans in southern Italy is ‘before the year 1000’[footnoteRef:14], as pilgrims returning from Jerusalem, returning later as opportunist adventurers (Amatus somewhat glosses over this point). They took advantage of the fragmentation of southern Italy, which was divided into warring principalities, emirates and empire, and complicated by schism between Rome and Byzantium and rival contenders for the papacy. Amatus alludes to shifting allegiances in his narrative and he was obviously aware of the Norman acquisitive and bellicose reputation.[footnoteRef:15] He would not have been well-disposed towards them either as an Italian or as a monk[footnoteRef:16] and it was probably Abbot Desiderius who was instrumental in the papal volte face towards the Normans as a matter of necessity. Thus the ‘undisciplined and alien people’ referred to by Leo IX[footnoteRef:17] are largely white-washed: Amatus’s Normans are extremely reluctant to take up arms against the pope which does not accord with other accounts.[footnoteRef:18] Additionally, it is stretching the point for Amatus to describe sometimes fugitive Normans as coming ‘armed, not as enemies, but as angels’,[footnoteRef:19] Robert Guiscard’s ‘poverty forced him to follow the path of a thief’;[footnoteRef:20] he is transformed to a repentant paradigm of knightly virtue on account of bringing Latin Christianity to areas historically following either Eastern Orthodoxy or Islam.  In reality the history is designed to keep the Abbey in his good graces. [14:  Amatus, cited by Wolf, ibid,. p. 10.]  [15:  Wolf, ibid., p. 92.]  [16:  Letter from John, Abbot of Fécamp to Pope Leo IX]  [17:  Letter from Leo IX to emperor Constantine IX Monomachus in January 1054, cited by K.B. Wolf, ibid., p. 48]  [18:  For example, Gesta Wiscardi, William of Apulia and De rebus gestis Rogerii et Robertii, Geoffrey Malaterra.]  [19:  Gilbert was wanted by Count Robert of Normandy for the murder of one of his viscounts, Wolf, ibid., p. 93. ]  [20:  Wolf, ibid., p. 104] 

Amatus credits the Normans with a single lineage from the north though near contemporaries consider otherwise.[footnoteRef:21] Davis suggests that in the 11th century, the Normans wanted to establish themselves as Christian Frenchmen rather than alien pagans as reported by earlier chroniclers.[footnoteRef:22]  In this context, contemporary historians argue convincingly that the Normans were a cultural amalgam of Frankish, Scandinavian and Breton elements.[footnoteRef:23] Unlike other narratives, Amatus links Norman / Saracen conflict to equate the Norman conquest of Italy with ‘holy war’[footnoteRef:24], however strange that might appear to us. It is a far from accurate interpretation but that is due to the essential difference between medieval and modern historians: the former sought to interpret history as a manifestation of divine will whereas the latter use narrative and historiography to identify and interpret motivations, mindsets and consequences of human actions. As Wolf observes, given that Amatus was writing his Historia shortly after Richard’s death, and that Robert was a much less certain friend to the Abbey, the positive image of Robert is as much a product of Amatus’ hope for future security as a rendition of the past.[footnoteRef:25] It is inconceivable that Amatus was oblivious to Norman expropriation: his mentor Desiderius describes them as ‘avid for rapine and insatiably anxious to seize the property of others’[footnoteRef:26] and he would be aware of the papal reaffirmation of Robert’s excommunication in 1080. Thus Amatus’s History, which concentrates more on the political and military career of Robert Guiscard than Richard Drengot, can be seen secondarily as a morality tale: a journey from barbarism to faith and salvation, but primarily as a politic act of diplomacy (as long as it flattered Norman and Angevin audiences). [21:  For example the Norman historian Dudo of St Quentin, G.A. Loud, The ‘Gens Normannorum’ – Myth or Reality?, Proceedings of the Battle Conference on Anglo-Norman Studies IV, ed. Reginald A. Brown (Boydell: New Jersey, 1982), pp. 104-209, p. 113.]  [22:  R.H.C, Davis, cited by Loud, ibid., p. 109.]  [23:  G.A. Loud, The ‘Gens Normannorum’ – Myth or Reality?,  p. 109; K.B. Wolf, Making History: The Normans and Their Historians in Eleventh-Century Italy; N. Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity (Cambridge University Press, 2005). ]  [24:  Wolf, ibid., p. 93.]  [25:  Wolf, ibid., p. 117]  [26:  Dialogi de miraculis sancti Benedicti, written by Desiderius between 1076 and 1079, Wolf, ibid., p. 73.] 
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