Did the Normans achieve a legacy? – 2,500 words

The Normans were a social group existing from around 911 with their conquest of the region of France known as Normandy, until around the beginning of the 13th century with their eventual assimilation and disappearance into the cultures they conquered, such as England and Sicily. They are defined as a people, informally, by their willingness to adapt into cultures, their military prowess, and their administrative ability.[footnoteRef:1] A legacy is defined in this context as the long-lasting impact of events or peoples. This essay hopes to discuss the impacts that the Norman people left on the places they conquered, and whether these impacts, or lack thereof, exist as a lasting legacy for the Normans as a group.  [1:  W L Warren, ‘The Myth of Norman administrative efficiency’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society (1984), p.113. ] 


One notable trait of the Normans as a group was their ability to assimilate into the cultures and systems they conquered. It could be argued that they were successful in this assimilation to the point where they did not leave a lasting legacy. It is often stated by economic historians that the Normans took on and adapted the systems that they encountered in their conquests.[footnoteRef:2] With their move into Normandy, for example, they took on the French system of a dukedom, a hereditary title assigned to their leader. This is in direct contrast to their previous system of governance which took the form of a Jarl title, which was not hereditary but rather an elected position. Furthermore, the Normans, as evidence by their name, settled down and thus assimilated into the area of Normandy. Dudo of Saint Quentin, in his writing of the Gesta Normannorum, emphasises how the Normans assimilated with the local people of France through the takeover of Rouen.[footnoteRef:3] While the territories surrounding the river Seine valley had been raided by the soon-to-be-Normans for some time, Dudo chooses to ignore this, and instead emphasise that Rollo was asked by the inhabitants of Rouen to care for their city, already destroyed by the time that Rollo and his men arrived there.[footnoteRef:4] While Dudo is almost undoubtedly biased in his portrayal of the Normans, having been commissioned by both Richard I and his son Richard II, dukes of Normandy, to write his history, we can nonetheless gain some insight into the deeds and motivations of the Normans from his work.[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  Warren, Norman administrative efficiency, p.113. ]  [3:  Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum. ]  [4:  Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum. ]  [5:  Benjamin Pohl, Dudo of Saint-Quentin’s Historian Normannorum: Tradition, Innovation and Memory, Woodbridge: York Medieval Press (2015), p.8.  ] 


It is unlikely that the Normans came across Rouen after it had been ransacked, as Dudo claims in the Gesta Normannorum.[footnoteRef:6] Rather, as they had already been raiding the river Seine valley for years, it is more likely that they had been the ones to destroy it and then take it over and remould it into a place of power for their people. It would be much easier for the Normans to take control and assimilate when there is a leadership vacuum. Additionally, by letting Dudo portray them in a much different light, it adds legitimacy to the power they have gained by assimilating into the Frankish culture and becoming the Normans, over the Norwegian raiders they were beforehand. This could be seen as a form of assimilation in itself, as they are changing their personal narrative to fit the Frankish circumstances they find themselves in. While not completely converting to the culture surrounding Rouen, they still changed themselves, through their use of titles and naming, being called Norman, especially. Therefore, they are assimilating into the culture and thus losing a part of their former identity. This idea of assimilation occurs in a trend, as when the invasion of England happens in 1066, the Normans slowly take on not only the administrative systems of England, but also its titling, in the form of kingship, and thus they lose a part of themselves to the culture they have joined. Therefore, it is difficult to argue that they left a lasting legacy, as while they left histories and writings, such as Dudo, these are seen to have been written with the idea of assimilation in mind. In the case of Dudo, a revisionist history was written, which painted the Normans as less brutal and more leader-like to the people of Rouen, a part of the territory they gained when they became the people of Normandy. With each assimilation, they lose a part of their former identity, making it much harder to argue that they left one cohesive legacy behind when their idea of self and lineage changed with each move.  [6:  Dudo of Saint Quentin, Gesta Normannorum. ] 


Beginning with the Invasion of England in 1066, the Normans have left a lasting impact on the country in many different ways, including the argued revolutionising of the economic and administrative systems running the country. One such lasting impact the Normans left on England is the creation of the artefact known as the Domesday book. The Domesday book is a series of two written texts, summarising the results of a land ownership survey, known as the Domesday Survey, that encompassed all of England within the year 1086. A majority of the information from this survey is contained in summaries of different manors, their people, their resources, and their estimated net value, which is referred to as their “annual value”.[footnoteRef:7]  The two sections of the Domesday Book, known as Greater Domesday and Little Domesday, are both written in Latin, rather than English.[footnoteRef:8] This use of Latin indicates that the Domesday Book is a completely Norman creation, as Latin was their preferred language of administration.[footnoteRef:9] However, the Domesday book was backed up by hundreds of individual, smaller, wealth surveys carried out in the years preceding the creation of the Domesday Book. These smaller surveys and kept records have since disappeared, and thus some have argued that they were almost useless to the Normans, having been an Anglo-Saxon creation and thus written in the Old English language.[footnoteRef:10] It is through this disappearance of old records that it could be argued the Domesday Book does not fully and wholly reflect as a legacy of the Normans but rather as a point towards the assimilation of Normans into their surrounding cultures, and thus that they did not leave a lasting legacy. However, this point of view does reduce the modern impact that the Domesday survey has had on the culture and history of England, which could be argued to be a legacy in of itself.  [7:  John McDonald, Using William the Conqueror’s Accounting Record to Assess Manorial Efficiency, Accounting History (2005), p.129. ]  [8:  David Roffe, ‘Decoding Domesday’, Woodbridge: Boydell press (2007), p.1. ]  [9:  Warren, Myth of Norman Administrative Efficiency, p.119. ]  [10:  Warren, Myth of Norman Administrative Efficiency, p.119. ] 


There have been many interpretations of the reasoning behind the Domesday survey, and little agreement on its purpose.[footnoteRef:11] One idea of its use is that it existed to serve as a record of property.[footnoteRef:12] The Domesday Book is set out into sections based on areas known as manors, with each new section signposted through the use of capitalisation and red ink.[footnoteRef:13] It can therefore be inferred that the book was meant to be used as a reference, most likely in property disputes or to properly tax estates. Furthermore, it can also be argued that the purpose of the Domesday book was to revolutionise taxation. By having a full inventory of the resources of the country, it would be easier to establish which areas are under-utilised in terms of taxes. This is supported by the Domesday Book being organised into tenants, as well as having an estimated annual income.[footnoteRef:14]  [11:  Warren, Myth of Norman Administrative Efficiency, p.115.  ]  [12:  Sally Harvey, ‘Domesday: Book of Judgement’, First Edition, Oxford University Press (2014), p.57.]  [13:  Roffe, ‘Decoding Domesday’, p.2.]  [14:  McDonald, William the Conqueror’s account record, p.129. ] 


The existence of the Domesday book is significant in discussions of the legacy of the Normans, as it shows us that William the Conqueror, and by extension the Normans, were willing to organise an extensive survey of the land in order to increase amount of taxation that could be done on the land. This survey, and thus the book, also served to help legitimise Norman rule in England. It showed that not only did the Normans have the authority to order a full survey of the economy, but that they could also completely overhaul the existing taxation structure to better fit the distribution of wealth that existed at the time, thus contributing to William’s legitimacy as king and the Norman rule.[footnoteRef:15] Furthermore, the Domesday Book has left a significant legacy on history. It is often referred to as one of the most significant accounting documents ever created.[footnoteRef:16] It is often referenced when talking about the Norman conquest of England, as both a major impact of the conquest, and as a marker of a new age for England. This therefore implies a lasting legacy from the document alone.  [15:  Michael John Jones, ‘Domesday Book: An Early Fiscal Accounting Narrative?’, The British Accounting Review (2018).]  [16:  McDonald, William the Conqueror’s account record, p.128. ] 


Another lasting impact of the Norman conquest of England is their shift in the government. Within two generations of ruling England, the Normans had managed to establish a much more united system of kingship and governance than their Anglo-Saxon predecessors.[footnoteRef:17] Anglo-Saxon England, in contrast to Normandy, was not completely unified. Rather, each individual shire reported separately to the King, and this system was converted into the Norman way of ruling and remained virtually unchanged.[footnoteRef:18] However, while many of the tenants of kingship did not change between the Anglo-Saxons and the Normans, the new monarchy did see the introduction to the idea of the king as a landlord.[footnoteRef:19] This originated from the Frankish, and later Norman concept of Feudalism, where the societal leader owns the land, and rents or supplies it to lords, who in turns pay taxation and pledge allegiance to the monarch. This, perhaps, is also one of the reasons for the Domesday Survey being so prevalent in modern ideas of the Normans, as it established the basis for fair taxation by the monarch. This adaptation of a Norman monarchy left a lasting impact on England. The idea of the monarch as a landlord has persisted up until the present day, and the concept of the Crown still owns a large portion of English land. Thus, this is perhaps one of the strongest impacts the Normans have had on England, and makes up a large part of their existing legacy.  [17:  Warren, Myth of Norman Administrative Efficiency, p.113. ]  [18:  G. O. Sayles, The Medieval Foundations of England, University of Pennsylvania Press (1950), p.219. ]  [19:  Sayles, Medieval Foundations of England, p.222. ] 


The perception of the Normans changed much as history marched forward. As a group, they were often pushed aside in a majority of outside contemporary sources. One such source, the Irish Annals of Ulster, a historical document describing the events of Medieval Ireland on a yearly basis, describes them only as trans-marine men during their hired invasion in the year 1169, with no reference to their proclaimed identity as Normans or their place of origin being Normandy.[footnoteRef:20] This however does make sense, with the Annals of Ulster being a source dedicated only to recording the happenings of Ireland through the lens of Ulster specifically, it is unlikely they would be concerned with the identity of the Normans as a people, and there would be no need to identify these people in any other way than from across the water. Another source of the time, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, refers to people from the region of Denmark and Norway as the Normans, and anyone who happens to be from the Duchy of Normandy is simply referred to as from Normandy itself rather than Norman.[footnoteRef:21] Perhaps this indicates that the perception of the time was on geographical identity rather than lineage.  [20:  Airt Mac et al, The Annals of Ulster 431 – 1201, CELT (2000). ]  [21:  David C. Douglas et al, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: A Revised Translation, London: Eyre & Spottiswoode (1961).  ] 


In the era of the Victorians, we start to see a resurgence of the Normans as a concept within the common mindset. This mostly manifested as the concept of the Normans versus the Saxons, with the Normans representing order and chivalry, and the Saxons representing the concept of freedom.[footnoteRef:22] To the early Victorians, the Normans could easily represent their system of industry, with the “captains of industry” becoming the noble and chivalrous knights who fought to protect the good of society and the welfare of their men above their own desires. It was easy for them to project their ideals and values onto the idea of ancient Saxon or Norman people.[footnoteRef:23] However, while the Normans were coming back into popular culture, the focus of the Victorian period was the pro-Saxon movement. A popular theory of the time dictated that before 1066, the Anglo-Saxon people lived free and equal, governed by representative institutions, and that the Norman Conquest had robbed them of their rights. While this theory did die down in the years following the French Revolution, as it provided a more recent example of an attack on feudalism, and the surrounding Industrial Revolution supplied more fitting ideas of class, this idea of the Norman Conquest severely damaged the reputation and legacy of the Norman people.[footnoteRef:24] Furthermore, serious study of the history of early England did not fully begin until 1799, with Sharon Turner’s History of the Anglo-Saxons, and was still in its early stages by the time this Victorian theory was being spread.[footnoteRef:25] In addition, it has been argued that the Normans legacy was downplayed significantly by the Victorians. The biases of Victorian worldview clouded the judgements of their historians, leading to them exaggerating the achievements of the Anglo Saxons while downplaying the role of the Normans to simply continuing and refining the systems of the Anglo-Saxons until their assimilation.[footnoteRef:26] This is most likely rooted in the ‘British Supremacy’ mindset founded and prolonged by the British Empire and its imperialism. [22:  Asa Briggs, Saxons, Normans, and Victorians, Hastings & Bexhill Branch of the Historical Association (1966) p.4. ]  [23:  Briggs, Saxons, Normans, and Victorians, p.4. ]  [24:  Briggs, Saxons, Normans, and Victorians, p.6. ]  [25:  Briggs, Saxons, Normans, and Victorians, p.9. ]  [26:  Sayles, Medieval foundations of England, p.212 ] 


To conclude, while it can be argued that the Normans left an impact on the places they conquered, they did not leave a lasting legacy. While the Normans left individual impacts, such as the Domesday Book in England, their assimilation into the cultures they conquered, combined with the recontextualising of their impacts in later years through the Victorians, means that they did not leave one cohesive narrative of their accomplishments on the places they conquered. Furthermore, contemporary sources of the time show that they did not have as much of an impact on the rest of the world as they may have wanted, as indicated through their changing narratives in their histories. 
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