Commentary 1 - Amatus of Montecassino: The History of the Normans, Book One Extract
Very little is known about Amatus of Montecassino even though his legacy has been of great importance, having written one of the three most significant primary sources for the Norman conquest of Italy. He was a Benedictine monk living in Montecassino during the eleventh century mostly known as the author of ‘The History of the Normans’, the earliest written account of their conquering of Southern Italy. The text was all but lost save for a fourteenth-century French translation with several omissions, paraphrases and confused personal and place names, leading to many inaccuracies. The original work reflects the politics of Montecassino in around 1080, with the portrayal of the Normans as triumphant and noble; whilst Gisulf of Salerno (with whom the church had been limited by and the Normans had been at war with) is portrayed as a sadistic villain. Maybe this is a result of the History being written under orders of Abbot Desiderius following Richard Drengot of Capua.[footnoteRef:1] Regardless, in this work, there is also a reflection of the quiet distaste of the Normans that native Italians had with their conquerors with much subtle and underhanded scepticism of the growing Norman ego as knights of God.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Wolf, Kenneth Baxter, The Normans and their Historians in Eleventh Century Italy (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995).]  [2:  Amato, Dunbar, Loud, Dunbar, Prescott N, and Loud, G. A, The History of the Normans (Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK; Rochester, NY, USA: Boydell Press, 2004)] 

Poor French translating aside, it is clear Amatus endeavoured to create a comprehensive history of the Norman people from their Viking roots all the way up to the year 1080. However, throughout the work there is always the view of them from the eyes of an Italian Benedictine monk. A description of the early Normans in Book One says: ‘like the ancient warriors, they desired to have all people under their rule and dominion’. To a martial-minded Norman, their label as great conquering warriors would have perhaps filled them with pride. But a closer inspection of this likeness to the ancient warriors through the eyes of a Frank or Italian would surely have provoked uneasiness. The view of the ancient Germanic conquerors to whom Amatus is referring was dominated by their portrayal in the Song of Roland. In this epic, they were pillaging heathens murdering the industrious and pious Christians simply for their wealth. The likeness of the actions of these ancient warriors would have been familiar to the southern Italians, like Amatus, who had suffered similarly under the roaming Norman armies in years prior. He is obviously not insulting his new lords as is evident by the existence of the French translation which is presumed to be translated for the use of readers in Angevin Southern Italy, meaning it was a respected work for the Normans around four hundred years after it was written.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Amato, Dunbar, Loud, Dunbar, Prescott N, and Loud, G. A, The History of the Normans (Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK; Rochester, NY, USA: Boydell Press, 2004)] 

Despite how the Normans often merged into the lands they conquered (the extent to which is debated by historians), their history as a ruling minority often kept them as a distinct population. This ‘otherness’ is perhaps an integral part of the Norman identity. Although they often claim to be peaceful Christians like their Italian and French neighbours, they never seem to shake off their warlike heritage. They rise from counts to great kings within a short amount of time, always they are the ambitious upstarts, challenging the thrones of ancient kingdoms. The origin of their fearless ambition is highlighted by Amicus: ‘…they did not follow the custom of many who go through the world placing themselves in the service of others.’ The early Normans were not afraid to challenge Frankish authority, and the Normans of Amicus’ time were not afraid to challenge Papal authority during and after the Battle of Civitate (although they would not admit it, not if they wished for the Pope’s blessing to conquer Sicily).
Ambition was a great cornerstone of their identity. However, it did not seem to be just vain acquisition of power. As the great Norman conquerors were made famous by earning their achievements via great effort and risk sometimes through thinking unconventionally, often by trickery. Their tales of sieges and battles throughout Amatus of Montecassino’s history is that of those with very little earning great wealth and power through guile and bravery. Even in the description of the Normans’ departure from their homeland (as he claims, an island named ‘Norma’) he comments on their proclivity towards leaving with very little and finding success. He describes a people struggling to feed their booming population as ‘the fields and orchards were not sufficient for producing the necessities of life for so many.’ These were people who had the opportunity to find a better life elsewhere; ‘Abandoning little in order to acquire much’. Perhaps their ambition is a kind of hope that is common within Norman culture.
Their Norman identity extends also to the very way they fought these wars and battles. They seem to carry with them a similar approach to warfare wherever they go. Their effective use of cavalry to overrun their terrified foes is seen at the battle of Hastings all the way back to, according to Amicus, the very foundation of the Norman people. He writes that ‘They took up arms, breaking the bond of peace, and created a great army foot soldiers and horsemen.’ From their arrival they carry with them a desire to dominate their foes both in their overall aggressive diplomacy but also in the very makeup of their military, charging head on into armies on horseback and relying on the element of fear to rout their enemies (as was also seen with Robert Guiscard at the battle of Civitate according to William of Apulia). The use of ‘breaking the bond of peace’ is also significant. The Normans seemingly saw no issue in instigating war, as was common for the people they often conquered who had a longer exposure to Christian teachings on peace.
Amatus concludes his introduction with: ‘Now we shall tell you how they scattered throughout the world and made their way.’ The use of the word ‘scattered’ can teach us a great deal of how the Norman identity was constructed and spread. It implies a kind of impulsiveness and randomness to their actions, they were very opportunistic; Robert Guiscard used the wars in Italy to get rich then conquered the fractured states, William the Conqueror used the succession crisis to push his claim on England, and so on. It also allows us to understand the pervasiveness and reach of the Norman identity. The word ‘scattering’ connotes being spread over a large area, which they were. The Normans conquered all over western Europe and the Holy Land (although the latter was a little after Amatus published his History of the Normans, ironically perhaps their most influential mark on history). Their fondness for spreading their influence far and wide and subjugating others is perhaps what constructed their identity as great fortress and cathedral builders, a display of might and power to their subjects of whom almost always outnumbered them greatly.
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