Commentary on Dudo of Saint Quentin

This commentary will analyse an extract from chapter ten of Dudo of Saint Quentin’s Gesta Normannorum. The extract explains how Rollo arrived to the land now known as Normandy and the town of Rouen.[footnoteRef:1] It explains further about the people Rollo met in the town of Rouen and the condition the city was in when he arrived.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, ed. by Felice Lifshitz, <https://sourcebooks.web.fordham.edu/source/dudu-stquentin-gesta-trans-lifshitz.asp>, [Accessed: 5th October 2026]]  [2:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum] 

The first sentence of the text says that the events took place in the year 876.[footnoteRef:3] Although the date itself is not significant, Dudo adding a date to the text shows a form of legitimacy and a sense of truthfulness to it. However, although the date given by Dudo of the arrival of Rollo to Normandy does give some legitimacy to the text, the date given is entirely wrong. The English Historical Review gives different estimations for Rollo’s arrival. An early estimation suggests that Rollo arrived between the years of 896 and 900.[footnoteRef:4] Whereas, a later estimation suggests that Rollo did not arrive in Normandy until after 900.[footnoteRef:5] This further proves the point that Dudo’s writing cannot be used as an accurate historical source.  [3:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [4:  D.C., Douglas, ‘Rollo of Normandy’, The English Historical Review, Vol. 57, No. 228, (1942), pp. 417-436, (p. 424), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/554369>, [Accessed: 4th October 2026]]  [5:  Ibid: Douglas, ‘Rollo of Normandy’, p. 424] 

There are multiple hints in the text to Rollo wanting to settle the area near Rouen. The first hint that Rollo wants to settle is that the water in the river is described as ‘Crystal Clear’.[footnoteRef:6] Clear water gives the idea of purity. Furthermore, pure water would suggest fish in the river, giving a food source to Rollo and any other inhabitants of a settlement. The next hint that is given for settlement is the language used when Dudo describes the land around Rollo. The grass is described as ‘fragrant’, possibly signifying that the land by the river is fertile and arable; Allowing the land for the use of farming.[footnoteRef:7] This alone would likely give Rollo an incentive to settle. Another hint to a settlement is the banks of the river are described as ‘elevated’.[footnoteRef:8] This gives the suggestion that the land will not flood when heavy rains come. This is very useful for any settlement as high river banks will stop a loss of life and protect crops if the water level rose. The river is a further incentive to create a settlement as a river gives good access to the sea. This would allow for trade and for the flow of resources into the area.  [6:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [7:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [8:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum] 

Further in the extract it is said that Rollo places a virgin, named Hameltrude, on the altar of the Chapel of Saint Vedast.[footnoteRef:9] Virginity further gives a sense of purity. Furthermore, the Chapel of Saint Vedast is renamed to Saint Hameltrude, giving more evidence that Rollo plans to settle.[footnoteRef:10] Placing the virgin on the altar and then renaming the Chapel not only gives the area a sense of purity but also shows permanence to any settlement and its settlers.[footnoteRef:11]  [9:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [10:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [11:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum] 

Dudo uses language in this extract to make Rollo and the Normans seem superior to the inhabitants of the land around. Dudo describes the inhabitants of the area which Rollo has landed on as poor, destitute, and dwellers.[footnoteRef:12] This depicts the inhabitants as inferior. The word ‘dweller’ specifically gives the inhabitants an animalistic characteristic about them.[footnoteRef:13] However, it should be noted that the word dweller could have been picked by the translator and editor of this text, rather than being used by Dudo himself. Dudo further depicts the inhabitants as ‘defenceless’.[footnoteRef:14] This gives Rollo a heroic stance suggesting that he is their saviour.  [12:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [13:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [14:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum] 

Dudo continues to use the language in the extract to exaggerate out of proportion the actions of Rollo and the Normans, making them seem superior to the inhabitants of Rouen and the surrounding area. This removes some legitimacy in his writing. The end of the extract shows the condition of the town of Rouen. It is depicted that the churches and monasteries are in ruins.[footnoteRef:15] This depicts the inhabitants of Rouen as without religion. The depiction of the inhabitants as without any religion explains why Dudo shows the Normans to be superior and more civilised in this extract, as religion seems to be used as form of civility in this context.  [15:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum] 

Dudo’s exaggeration of Rollo in his writing shows how it cannot be used as a trusted historical source. In the English Historical Review this statement is proven as it says that Sir Henry Howorth concluded that no statement made by Dudo can be reliable.[footnoteRef:16] However, it is not to say that Dudo’s exaggerations in his writing do not have some historical value, as it shows historians how the Normans wanted themselves depicted in writing.  [16:  Ibid: Douglas, ‘Rollo of Normandy’, p. 424] 

Rollo is more frequently described through Righteousness, rather than through strength in the extract. This is an intriguing detail as the Normans are depicted as strong and to be feared in other extracts of Dudo’s writing. An example of Rollo’s righteousness is at the end of the extract where Dudo writes that Rollo gave Bishop Franco of Rouen a guarantee of safety to both himself and the people of Rouen.[footnoteRef:17] Comparatively, in Dudo’s Apostrophe there is a constant show of strength and force throughout the text. One example in the text is where it states that the Franks will be destroyed in war and their population killed.[footnoteRef:18] Another show of strength and intimidation is the metaphor of wolves grazing in sheep’s fields.[footnoteRef:19] In this instance the Normans are being portrayed as the wolves and the Franks as the sheep; By allowing wolves to graze in a sheep’s field, it allows the wolves to prey on the sheep, suggesting the Normans intent to prey on and exploit the Franks. Compare back to the extract of chapter ten and throughout the extract, and specifically towards the end, Dudo depicts Rollo as pious, heroic, and self-righteous.[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [18:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [19:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [20:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum] 

A further description of Rollo as both pious and self-righteous is shown in the last sentence of the extract where it states that Rollo has visions.[footnoteRef:21] It can be suggested that these visions are from God, implying that Rollo was chosen by God to perform his actions in Normandy.  [21:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum] 

Further piety can be suggested when Rollo examines the ruins of Rouen’s churches and monuments.[footnoteRef:22] The people of Rouen are described as a ‘defenceless band’ after the description of the ruined churches.[footnoteRef:23] The term ‘defenceless band’ being used after describing ruined churches and monuments suggests that the people of Rouen would not be defenceless if they converted to Christianity.[footnoteRef:24] This links to the previous point about a sentence later in the text explaining that Rollo has Godly visions.[footnoteRef:25] It suggests that the reason that Rollo came to Normandy was to convert the population to Christianity.  [22:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [23:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [24:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum]  [25:  Ibid: Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum] 

Lastly, Christianity is a recurring theme throughout the extract. This is and interesting detail throughout the text, as the Treaty of Saint Clair Sur Epte shows that Rollo and the Normans were not Christian at the time they landed in Normandy. In the terms of the treaty between Rollo and Charles the Simple, Rollo and the Normans were given the land now known as Normandy, in exchange for Rollo and the Normans to be converted to Christianity.[footnoteRef:26] Christianity and piety being recurring themes throughout the extract shows the image that the Normans wanted to be seen. It also furthers the idea that Dudo’s writing cannot be accurately used as a historical source. [26:  Mark, Hagger, ‘Confrontation and Unification: Approaches to the Political History of Normandy, 911-1035’, History Compass, Vol. 11, No. 6, (2013), pp. 429-442, (p. 429), <https://compass-onlinelibrary-wiley-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/doi/full/10.1111/hic3.12064>, [Accessed: 5th October 2026]] 
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