To what extent were the Normans united by a shared sense of identity?

	It was at some point around the year 911, when the Frankish king Charles the Simple granted a group of Viking settlers under the leadership of Rollo, the territory between the river Epte and the sea. This territory, named after its people, the north-men, or Northmannia, is known to us as Normandy.[footnoteRef:1] At its height, Norman influence spread from this territory of Normandy, across the British Isles, southern Italy, Sicily, North Africa, and even as far as Antioch. This essay will ask questions on the level of cultural homogeny between these groups and will analyse to what extent Normans were united by a shared sense of identity. To analyse this question, it is also important to ascertain what is meant by Norman identity. To do this, this essay will discuss the myth of the Normans in their histories and chronicles, before assessing how much this contributed toward a sense of ethnic identity, and how this juxtaposed with the assimilation Norman rule became associated with, we will assess how the Normans perceived themselves before concluding on the longevity and unity of identity to the Normans from the 10th to late 12th century. [1:  Ralph H. C. Davis, The Normans and Their Myth (London: Thames and Hudson, 1976) p. 12.] 



The Normans managed to maintain a strong sense of their own identity. They did so by developing a powerful origin myth and a pride in their history. The writer who laid out the written foundation of this myth was Dudo of Saint-Quentin.[footnoteRef:2] Originally from Vermandois, he is one of the few historians to document this early period of Norman history. he is thought to have arrived at the Norman court of Richard I in the 980s-90s as an ambassador of count Albert.[footnoteRef:3] Unfortunately, Dudo’s Gesta Normannorum contains very little factual information. However, when read less for facts and more for what Dudo and his patrons Richard I and Richard II were trying to achieve in creating a history for the descendants of Rollo, his work becomes far more interesting.[footnoteRef:4] The Gesta Normannorum follows Rollo in the foundation of Normandy. Rollo is described much like Aeneas in Virgil’s Aeneid, searching for a homeland across the ocean after a divine vision. The connections to Virgil do not end here, much like the classical author was tasked with connecting the Roman race to the Trojan war through the ancestor of Aeneas, Dudo traces the Norman genealogy back to Antenor. [footnoteRef:5] This could be seen as an interesting choice, Albu has pointed out how Antenors reputation was far from perfect, he had a classical reputation as a traitor. Dionysios of Halicarnasus named him as the Greek collaborator who opened the Trojan horse and signalled to the Greek ships.[footnoteRef:6]  Dudo was likely aware of this connection as a well-educated Frank; however, Dudo is cleverly linking the Normans to their Frankish neighbours who also claimed descent from Antenor.[footnoteRef:7] As Albu writes, “According to Dudo, the Normans have what makes them a people, collective name, myth of descent, association with their own land, shared history, distinctive culture formed by the union of Norman and Frank.”[footnoteRef:8] Associations with the Franks also distances the Normans from their Viking past, and recontextualises this pagan origin within a classical context.[footnoteRef:9]  [2:  Hugh M. Thomas, The English and the Normans (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) p. 35]  [3:  Elizabeth van Houts, The Normans in Europe (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000) p. 25.]  [4:  Leonie V. Hicks, A Short History of the Normans (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2016), p. 18.]  [5:  Emily Albu, The Normans in Their Histories : Propaganda, Myth and Subversion (Rochester, N.Y: Boydell Press, 2001) p. 14.]  [6:  Ibid, p. 15.]  [7:  Hicks, A Short History of the Normans, p. 19.]  [8:  Albu, The Normans in Their Histories, p. 35.]  [9:  Hicks, A Short History of the Normans, p. 178.] 


By Dudo’s own timeline, Rollo is not yet a baptised when he is sent on his quest by the will of God.[footnoteRef:10] Neither is he baptised when he arrives in the Sienne valley carrying the relics of the virgin Hameltrude.[footnoteRef:11] Norman writers were excessively keen on stressing the Christianisation of the Normans.[footnoteRef:12] It is clear from sources, that the Normans were keen on creating a consistent message that emphasised their status as legitimate Christian rulers.[footnoteRef:13] It could be argued that these efforts to recontextualise their Norse origins, displayed an dissatisfaction with their identity; later chroniclers tended to be uneasy recognising it altogether.[footnoteRef:14] However, it remains prevalent; the Norman relationship with the past was one of selective memory not purely ignorance.[footnoteRef:15] In the early 11th century, Richard II called on his Norse allies to aid him in his dispute with Odo of Blois: “Two kings of lands overseas’ Olaf of Norsement, and Lacman of the Swedes” came to aid him.[footnoteRef:16] Although this example is an early one, it is repeated in later sources. The inclusion of the passage in Wace, who was writing under the patronage of Henry II in the 1160s-70s, makes it clear that the Viking connection was not a source of embarrassment to the English king. Hicks has argued this conection even marked him with a degree of autonomy from the Frankish king.[footnoteRef:17] Likewise, Henry of Huntingdon, also writing in the 12th century, records a speech made by William I in which he taunts: “Let any Englishman whom our Danish and Norwegian ancestors have conquered in a hundred battles, come forth.”[footnoteRef:18] This passage is incredibly interesting because it draws ancestral links not only to the Vikings of the Sienne valley, but to a more general Scandinavian Viking heritage. Despite an uneasiness with paganism, it is evident that the Viking origins of the Normans remained an important part of their identity.[footnoteRef:19]  [10:  Davis, The Normans and their Myth, p. 52. ]  [11:  Eric Christiansen, Dudo of St Quentin, History of the Normans (Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK ; Boydell Press, 1998) p. 35.]  [12:  Hicks, A Short History of the Normans, p. 178.]  [13:  Lisa Reilly, The Invention of Norman Visual Culture: Art, Politics, and Dynastic Ambition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020) p. 5.]  [14:  Hicks, A Short History of the Normans, p. 179.]  [15:  David Bates, The Normans and Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013) p. 12.]  [16:  Hicks, A Short History of the Normans, p. 179.]  [17:  Ibid. ]  [18:  Ibid. p. 180]  [19:  Leah Shopkow, History and Community : Norman Historical Writing in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (Washington, D.C: Catholic University of America Press, 1997) p. 16.] 


	Despite having a strong mythos and sense of history, the Normans were no longer ‘Viking.’ They were aware of their history but largely chose to assimilate into their various provinces rather than retain a clear ethnic Scandinavian identity. This argument has been made numerous times; Haskins argues that the penalty the Normans paid for their assimilation, most manifest in Sicily, was a “rapid loss of identity.”[footnoteRef:20] It is true that the Normans assimilated widely. In France, the Normans aimed to paint themselves as Carolingians.[footnoteRef:21] In England, assimilation took longer; according to Orderic Vitalis, intermarriage and cultural assimilation began almost at once, despite being interrupted by rebellion.[footnoteRef:22] In the Mediterranean however, assimilation was so great that Orderic wrote of a Norman who went to Apulia and ‘forgot Normandy.’[footnoteRef:23] From the fusion of artistic styles in the Capella Palatina in Palermo to the organization of King Roger II’s court, the influence of Byzantine, Arab, Christian, Norman and Lombard traditions is difficult to ignore.[footnoteRef:24] So much so that in recent publications, the idea of a universally accepted ‘Norman myth’ has been generally rejected.[footnoteRef:25] The important questions here to answer however are why the Normans assimilated so greatly, and whether their assimilation really did lead to a loss of their identity.  [20:  Charles Homer Haskins, The Normans in European History (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1915) p. 246-247]  [21:  Leah Shopkow, The Carolingian World of Dudo of Saint-Quentin’, Journal of Medieval History,15.1 (1989) 19-37.]  [22:  Thomas, The English and the Normans, p. 62.]  [23:  Ibid. p. 43.]  [24:  Joanna H. Drell, ‘Cultural Syncretism and Ethnic Identity: The Norman “Conquest” of Southern Italy and Sicily’, Journal of Medieval History, 25.3 (1999), 187–202, p. 188.]  [25:  Bates, The Normans and Empire, p. 13.] 


	As for why the Normans assimilated so widely, it has been argued that they were simply victims of their own success.[footnoteRef:26] Despite a strong short-term identity, as the embattled yet militarily superior minority surrounded by hostile foreigners, both in England and the Mediterranean, the Norman rulers established an unusually strong and lengthy internal peace.[footnoteRef:27]  This meant there was no need for the “cruel and warlike people” described by Orderic.[footnoteRef:28] However this does not necessarily correlate with a rapid decline in identity. The primary role of the Normans in the Mediterranean became mercenary, however crucially it was their unique success as warriors that merited their addition to history.[footnoteRef:29] Anna Komnenna writes on the innovative tactics the Normans were capable of: she records how Bohemond feigned his death to avoid Alexius, going as far as to hide himself in a coffin with a decomposing cockerel.[footnoteRef:30] Whether this actually happened is not especially relevant as it shows the way Normans were perceived on the Mediterranean stage. The passage could possibly even reference William the Conquerors tactic at the battle of Hastings. It is important to remember that some of the first Normans in the south of Italy were the brothers, uncles and cousins of the very same Normans who had conquered England in 1066.[footnoteRef:31] Drell, in her study on the naming practices in southern Italy and Sicily argues, that “juxtaposed against the obvious manifestations of cultural intersection in the Kingdom of Southern Italy and Sicily was a resilient and self-conscious individual identity among both the new and indigenous peoples that endured long after the so-called ‘Norman conquest’ of the region.” It is clear from her study that both Lombards and Normans of southern Italy, despite intermarriage, retained a level of cultural difference. Many names invoke ‘Norman’ as a cultural identifier. For example, in 1118, “Adam son of Gilbert the Norman of Castellum S. Georgio,” or in1145 there is “Robert Mustazza, son of William the Norman.”[footnoteRef:32] As late as 1184 a lord is recorded as addressing his “Norman and Lombard fideles.”[footnoteRef:33] Through records of names, Drell identifies the ways in which the Normans sought to be identified, and through this data it is also possible to plot the rise and fall of these naming practices. Between 1090 and 1100 there are only 4 people who explicitly reference their Norman ancestry, from 1101 and 1130 there are 26, between 1131 and 1161 there are 10, and from 1161-1191 there are 5 again.[footnoteRef:34] From this evidence it is clear that on some level, Norman identity remained alive right till near the end of the 12th century, however the spike could also indicate the period Normans felt their identity was disappearing most rapidly.[footnoteRef:35]   [26:  Thomas, The English and the Normans, p. 44.]  [27:  Ibid.]  [28:  Hicks, A Short History of the Normans, p. 184.]  [29:  Ibid. i85]  [30:  Ibid.]  [31:  Drell, ‘Cultural Syncretism and Ethnic Identity’, p. 189.]  [32:  Ibid. p. 199.]  [33:  Ibid. p. 200.]  [34:  Ibid.]  [35:  Ibid.] 


	It is also important to remember that at the same time the Normans in the Mediterranean were adopting the legal framework and practices of the Fatamid and Byzantine court, the Normans in England and Normandy, viewed the invasion through a lens which could be described as ‘united identity.’ During the Anarchy in England, the Cistercian abbot Aelred of Rievaulx records a battle speech delivered to Stephens soldiers: “Why should we despair of victory… did our ancestors not invade the largest part of gaul with few soldiers and erase its very name along with the people? How many times did they scatter the army of the Franks?... we and our fathers, in a short time, mastered this land, which once the most victorious Julius [Caesar] could hardly take. We have seen… the king of France and his whole army turn their backs on us… who subdued Apulia, Sicily, Calabria if not you Normans.”[footnoteRef:36] Examples such as this display a vivid sense of Norman identity, but crucially show it was also not an isolated identity. Not only does it display how the Normans retained a sense of individuality, but it shows that at least in England there is a sense that the Mediterranean Normans shared this individuality and identity. Likewise, although there is little local evidence for a strong Norman identity, western writers were keen to stress the Norman role in founding the state of Antioch.[footnoteRef:37]  [36:  Hicks, A Short History of the Normans, p. 177.]  [37:  Thomas, The English and the Normans, p. 43.] 


Especially among the western territories of Normandy and England, Norman identity continued to flourish. One of the greatly repeated passages of the 12th century is originally taken from Dudo and recounts how, when in a parley with Alsting, Rollo’s men were asked to identify their senior, they responded saying ‘none’ because they were all equal.[footnoteRef:38]  Another, and probably the most well-known to modern ears, is a passage also written by Dudo that describes the treaty of Saint-Clair-Epte in 911, in which the Normans were granted territory by Charles the Simple. When Rollo is asked to bend down and kiss the king’s foot, he replies: “Never will I bend my knees to anyone else’s knees, nor will I kiss anyone’s foot.”[footnoteRef:39] Rollo instead delegates this task to one of his men who instead of bending down, lifts up the king’s foot to his mouth, and topples over the Frankish monarch.[footnoteRef:40] Part of this tale’s success was its memorability and it’s shocking nature in comparison to the sensibilities and etiquette of court. Partly why both stories were recounted was because they are powerful demonstrations of Norman exceptionalism. They also displayed the Normans as independent of the French. Whether or not this independence came of a Danish origin was not of much relevance. As late as the 1160s, Ėtienne of Rouen in his Draco Normannicus, could casually refer to William the Conqueror’s followers at Hastings as ‘Danes.’[footnoteRef:41] It is arguable that warfare and rivalry with the Frankish crown was important in sustaining and bolstering their identity in Normandy and England.[footnoteRef:42] In his universal chronicle, Robert of Torigni wrote on how, during the 1173-1174 revolt, the King of France planned to enter Normandy and lay waste to the patria, he goes on to describe how Henry II reminded his barons on how often their ancestors had driven the French shamefully from their borders.[footnoteRef:43] Under these warrior conditions, the conquering Norman identity thrived. Although not individually identified as Norman in the same way as men, notable Norman women gained the individual admiration of chroniclers for their courage in defence of their husbands’ lands. Orderic Vitalis remarks on Isabel of Conches: “She rode armed as a knight among the knights; she showed no less courage among the knights in hauberks and sergeants at arms than did the maid Camilla.”[footnoteRef:44] The maid Camilla being a reference to the Camilla in book 21 of the Aeneid. This is a signal that the classical aspect of the Norman mythos remained important in the time of Orderic, but also is another example of another norm broken by the Normans, demonstrating their individualism. [38:  Davis, The Normans and their Myth, p. 56.]  [39:  Ibid.]  [40:  Ibid.]  [41:  Thomas, The English and the Normans, p. 36.]  [42:  Ibid. 38.]  [43:  Ibid. p. 40.]  [44:  Hicks, A Short History of the Normans, p. 186.] 


	The strength of Norman identity  differed geographically, but it did not disappear. Albu makes the argument that the willingness of the Normans to shed one cultural identity for another was a sign of dissatisfaction in their Normanness.[footnoteRef:45] However, as Haskins writes, “the Normans were never more Norman than in adopting the statesmanlike policy of toleration and assimilation which led to their ultimate extinction.”[footnoteRef:46] Expanding on this further, Reilly points in her study of Norman visual culture, that the ‘conundrum of Norman art’, is in fact its defining feature.[footnoteRef:47] The end product of their art and architecture is not just an amalgamation of different sources, but is in fact distinctly Norman in its identity.[footnoteRef:48] Dudo wrote of Rollo’s vision in which the Normans would rule over diverse peoples, and this was certainly actualised.[footnoteRef:49] While it is certainly the case that the strength of Norman identity varied geographically, it did not fully diminish in any Norman region despite perhaps Antioch until the end of the 12th century. In the territories of Italy and Sicily, some chroniclers were still able to differentiate between Lombards and Normans right up until the invasion of Henry VI in 1194.[footnoteRef:50] Norman identity in Normandy would last into the mid-13th century if not later.[footnoteRef:51] To conclude, despite geographical variations, a collective Norman identity existed to a limited yet notable extent. Even arguably at its weakest in Sicily, there remains a memory in the late 12th century chronicles of Romuald of Salerno and the pseudo- Hugh Falcandus, that the kings are of Norman descent.[footnoteRef:52] Norman identity was fluid yet consistent enough for wide themes to be replicated across borders.  [45:  Albu, The Normans in Their Histories, p. 239. ]  [46:  Haskins, The Normans in European History, p. 247.]  [47:  Reilly, The Invention of Norman Visual Culture, p. 1.]  [48:  Ibid. p. 4-5.]  [49:  Ibid. p. 1.]  [50:  Thomas, The English and the Normans, p. 42.]  [51:  Ibid.]  [52:  Ibid. 43.] 
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