Identity and Myth: The Normans and their World Essay by Lizzie Mansfield
I have chosen to do this essay on question four, which is ‘Did the Normans achieve a lasting legacy?’ So therefore, I will attempt to answer this question and explore the many aspects of the Norman legacy.
Firstly, I will mention the Norman timeline. The Normans at first were not yet called by their famous moniker. It was believed that the people who would later become known as the Normans were originally Vikings that came down to settle in France. However, in 911 CE, the current King of West Francia at the time King Charles the Third, negotiated with their leader Rollo to give these people a piece of land for themselves, in return Rollo would swear an oath of fealty to him. This piece of land became known as Normandy and its citizens Normans, as the land was in the north and the name was derived from the meaning ‘men of the north’ because the settlers originally came down to France from Northern waters.
Now I will talk about Castles. Castle building was a prominent part of the Norman conquest process, especially in their conquest of England. In England, castles were built on the orders of King William the First to fortify key areas and protect them from invasions and rebellions. The castles were at first constructed out of wood, but later on were rebuilt out of stone. There were about five hundred to six hundred active castles constructed by that time in England alone (Liddiard, 2017, p. 7). The most common type of castle that was built at the time were Motte and Bailey castles or ringwork castles. Motte and Bailey castles consisted of a circular mound called a Motte, on top of which was built either a stone or wooden keep, and a Bailey which was enclosed courtyard. Both were fortified by a wooden palisade that went around both structures and a ditch that surrounded both the Motte and Bailey, connecting to form a figure of eight configuration. This ditch was sometimes changed into a moat by having a river diverted or building a dam on a river. The Motte and Bailey castle seems to have been a strictly Norman innovation. Ringwork castles were comprised of a Bailey like structure and an earthwork defence, such as a bank or ditch, surrounding it in an oval or circular shape. Ringwork castles were quite often converted into Motte and Bailey castles later on in time. Stone keeps were also another type of castle that the Normans used to build. A particularly famous one is the White Tower in London, that was built on the orders of William the First at around the 1080s. Many castles, like the one just mentioned before, have survived into present day.
Following this, I will now discuss Religion and therefore the Normans’ religious buildings. When Rollo had to swear the oath of fealty to King Charles the Third of West Francia in 911 CE, his people also had to adopt the local religion as well, which was Christianity. Specifically, Catholicism, as Protestantism was not founded until the reign of King Henry the Eighth of England. The Normans as a result of this built a huge amount of cathedrals in their Romanesque style. Moreover, the Normans built these cathedrals in all their conquered territories. In particular, when introduced to England, it seems that elements of these Romanesque style buildings had not been implemented before in the country and there was a substantial increase in the number of cathedrals, monasteries, churches and abbeys being constructed. There was a number of Romanesque features used in these buildings that can be used as Norman identifiers. One of these features is the Norman arch. The Norman arch was an archway that was often made to be very high, semi-circular in shape and usually the arches had patterns carved into them. These arches were held up by huge stone pillars. Another one of the features the Normans tended to use was chevron patterns. They were also known as zig zag mouldings. These were markings in the shape of a v. The Normans regularly used these chevron patterns to decorate their Norman arches. Many of the Normans’ religious buildings survive today, still intact and scattered amongst the Normans’ conquered territories. 

Next, I will write about the Language. When Rollo’s people came to settle in Normandy, they started adapting to the local culture and therefore they also began to adopt the local languages. They ended up creating their own language from this, which was called Norman French. Just like with their castles and their religious buildings, the Normans ended up spreading Norman French across all their conquered territories. This had quite a substantial impact on England especially. When introduced into the country, the nobility tended to use Anglo-Norman French and the lower class tended to still use Anglo-Saxon. Eventually, the Anglo-Norman language and the Anglo-Saxon language merged together and ended up helping to create the language of Middle English. Middle English then ended up developing into Modern English. Therefore, the Normans helped create the English we speak today, and some Norman French words are still in the English language.
Now I will discuss Norman Law. Norman law was formed in around the eleventh century and continued to be in effect until the thirteenth century. It was written down in two differently named customaries by two Norman judges for them and their associates to use (Wikipedia, 2021). The first one was called ‘Très ancien coutumier’ and it seems that it was written in about 1200 CE to 1245 CE. The second was named ‘Grand coutumier de Normandie’ and was written at around 1230 CE to 1245 CE. The customaries’ titles in English are ‘Very ancient customary‘, and ‘Great customary of Normandy‘, respectively. The two customaries were written down in Latin. One of the Normans customary laws was called ‘Clameur de haro’. This Norman customary law deals with injunction of restraint was used by a person that felt that another person has wronged them. The most well-known use of this law was when a man named Asselin FitzArthur objected to the burial of William the First because he claimed that the church, in which William the First was set to be buried in, was situated on land that had belonged to his father and land that had apparently been unlawfully seized from him. These Norman customary laws are still around today, as they are legally enforced in Guernsey and Jersey in the Channel Islands.
In conclusion, the Normans may have eventually assimilated into the local people and lost their individual identity. But parts of what they achieved have been left behind and survived to present day. Also, their language led to the creation of Modern English, which is spoken today and is the second most spoken language in the world. So therefore, I believe that the Normans did achieve a lasting legacy.
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