Commentary on a short textual extract – Amatus of Montecassino: The History of the Normans, Book One

The History of the Normans was written by Amatus of Montecassino. Amatus (Amatus Casinensis in Latin) was a Benedictine Monk of the Abbey of Montecassino who lived in the eleventh century. His History of the Normans is the earliest account of several events in Norman history, such as several sieges and careers of key characters, and is one of three fundamental sources used in Norman conquest of Southern Italy. [footnoteRef:1] Amatus was likely born in Salerno and may have served in Paestum as a Bishop before he was admitted into the monastery. Montecassino and the Normans originally had an antagonistic relationship, but after Desiderius of Montecassino was elected into the papacy, this changed and impacted greatly on Amatus’ writing of the Normans in a very positive light, although he is still negative towards Gisulf II of Salerno likely due to Gisulf’s limitations of the church in Salerno in the 1050s. [footnoteRef:2] [1:  DBpedia, Amatus of Montecassino, <https://dbpedia.org/page/Amatus_of_Montecassino> [Accessed 10 March 2025]]  [2:  WikiWand, Amatus of Montecassino, <https://www.wikiwand.com/en/articles/Aim%C3%A9_of_Monte_Cassino> [Accessed 10 March 2025]] 

The exact date it was written has been debated, the date it was completed is believed by scholars to fall at the earliest a few years after the last event mentioned in the book, which is the death of Prince Richard I of Capua, in 1078 and at the latest some time before Abbott Desiderius of Montecassino became Pope Victor III in 1086, as that is whom the History of the Normans was dedicated to. It is believed that the most specific time that the History of the Normans could have been written is in 1080 or a year or so on either side. However, the only surviving copy of the text is a French translation dating from the early fourteenth century, that is largely faithful to the original text judging from some pages of the original text that was included in the translation, but other included pages of the original Latin text shows that the translation has edited, omitted and expanded on other parts. The reason behind these changes seems to have been to make the text more readable to readers at the time, rather than when it was actually written. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Graham A. Loud, ‘Introduction’ in The History of the Normans by Amato of Montecassino, trans. by Prescott N. Dunbar and G. A. Loud (Boydell Press, 2004) pp. 1-38 (p1)] 

An example in the text of an inaccuracy Amatus makes on the origins of the Normans is that they got their name because they “previously lived on an island called ‘Nora’”, which is not true, as Normans were called Normans as they came from the North and were therefore ‘North men’. This may have been influenced by the later French translation.
An example of the text painting the Normans in a good light is the explanation for why they left their lands, because their “people had increased to such a number” that they were forced to find resources and homes elsewhere, a much kinder depiction of the Normans motives and a disguise for their brutish nature, likely influenced by the texts dedication to Desiderius of Montecassino.
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