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Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum
CHAPTER 10: APOSTROPHE
Oh Rollo, mighty duke and most superior leader,
Through Christ’s gift this town will flourish under your leadership, 
It will be built at a future time, once the realm has been calmed by peace,
Once the Franks have been devoured by war, and the populace broken.
Behold the mount of the church where you kept seeing yourself rejoice,
Behold here the font of the bath where you were cleansed of leprosy.
This fatherland is to be built by your followers, themselves renewed in the font.
To the peoples in that town you will give laws and alliances
And rights likewise, with the fear of strict penalty.
Marvellously, then, in the coming time of your descendants
Fierce ages will grow tame, wars having been banished, 
And ungodly fury, sitting on its arms, will challenge no one
With its cry, the strength of ungodliness having been undone.
Rather, let the fierce wolf graze at the same time in the sheep's field. 

Commentary
This extract, by Dudo of St Quentin, concludes Chapter 10 of his ‘Gesta Normannorum’, and was written during the reign of Duke Richard II of Normandy (996 AD – 1026 AD). The historian, Francois Neveux, claims that Dudo was originally a member of the Church of St Quentin, who was then sent to Normandy in 987 AD by Albert, the Count of Vermandois.[footnoteRef:1] Dudo though, in the preface of his text, refers little to his own experiences and only states that he became a good friend of Duke Richard I, the man who commissioned him to write a history of the Norman people. However, it seems that Dudo, like many other medieval chroniclers, initially refused this opportunity as he deemed himself ‘unworthy’ of such a task, but, following the duke’s death, he relinquished his humbleness and began writing his history of the Normans.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Francois Neveux, Trans. Howard Curtis, A Brief History of the Normans: The Conquests that Changed the Face of Europe (Robinson, Great Britain, 2008), pp. 58 – 59 & 200 – 201.]  [2:  Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, c. 1015 – 1026. Accessed from, Dudo, Trans. Eric Christiansen, History of the Normans (The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, 1998), pp. 1 – 177.] 


The extract above is focused on Rollo, the great-grandfather of Duke Richard II, and the initial years of Normandy, recounting Rollo’s arrival in the area and many of his deeds.[footnoteRef:3] As one would expect, the text is very panegyric, in that it continually praises Rollo and the Normans, as is evident within the first line of the ‘Apostrophe’.[footnoteRef:4] The clear praise of this “mighty duke and most superior leader” is highly conclusive evidence that Dudo, similar to what he does in his text about Richard II, is attempting to maintain a positive relationship with the current duke by praising them and their ancestors.  [3:  R.H.C. Davis. The Normans and their Myth (Thames and Hudson Ltd, London, 1980), p. 27.]  [4:  Oxford University, Panegyric, Oxford English Dictionary 3rd Edition (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2015 [2010]). Accessed from Oxford Referencing on 29/10/2018.] 

Furthermore, he also describes the Franks in a very negative way, claiming that “they [the Franks] have been devoured by war” and that their “populace [has been] broken”.[footnoteRef:5] Both quotes portray the Franks as weak, while reasserting the strength and dominance of the Normans, which would have had profound effects on the audience of the extract. As a text such as this is likely to have been read by foreign diplomats, it probably had the aim of being awe-inspiring as well as acting as a warning to foreign powers, as it suggests that these newly established Normans defeated the descendants of the great Charlemagne.[footnoteRef:6] However, to the Norman dukes, the text would probably have reaffirmed their ideals and identity, as well as informing their successors of the dominance and power of the Norman people. Likewise, Dudo’s references to the subduing of the Frankish people and the “fear of strict penalty” could be in reference to a peasant’s revolt in 996, which the Count of Ivry ruthlessly supressed by severing the hands and feet of the rebels.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, c. 1015 – 1026. Accessed from, Christiansen, History of the Normans, pp. 1 – 177.]  [6:  Marcus Bull, France in the Central Middle Ages 900 – 1200: Short Oxford History of France (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2002), pp. 18 – 76.]  [7:  Davis. The Normans and their Myth, p. 23.] 

Continuing from this, the extract also suggests that it was the Normans who brought civilization to the barbaric Franks, and not visa-versa, as evident with the “peoples in that town [who] you will give laws and alliances [too]”.[footnoteRef:8] It does seem that Rollo did implement laws of both Scandinavian and Frankish origin, which could be what Dudo is referencing here.[footnoteRef:9] Ironically though, there may be a subtext to this with his use of the word “devoured”, which has connotations of beast-like tendencies and barbaric savagery. As such, it seems that Dudo is hinting that the Normans, who are defeating the Franks, are the ones who are savage and brutish, potentially as a nod to their Scandinavian beginnings.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, c. 1015 – 1026. Accessed from, Christiansen, History of the Normans, pp. 1 – 177.]  [9:  Neveux, A Brief History of the Normans, p. 70.]  [10:  Davis. The Normans and their Myth, p. 19.] 


Furthermore, Dudo also justifies the Norman occupation of ‘Normandy’ by stressing that this land was granted to Rollo by God, meaning that the land, in the eyes of Christians, was unquestionably Norman.[footnoteRef:11] Continuing from this, Dudo also refers to Rollo’s piety and his conversion to Christianity, with reference to “the bath where you [Rollo] were cleansed of leprosy”.[footnoteRef:12] This quote is clearly alluding to Rollo’s baptism, which permits entry into the Church and acts as a purification ritual for the soul, meaning Rollo rid himself of his past life and sins.[footnoteRef:13] However, this quote also suggests something about the attitudes towards other religions, in that it relates paganism, which Rollo originally followed as he was a Viking, to the disease of leprosy.[footnoteRef:14] As is evident here, Christianity is depicted as the cure to this ailment, which in turn, due to its depiction as leprosy, could be seen as contagious and explains why Christians believed paganism had to be eradicated.[footnoteRef:15] Furthermore, the idea that paganism is an illness is, in my opinion, a clever concept on Dudo’s behalf, as illness is an involuntary part of life. As such, it could be claimed that Rollo, suffering from the illness of paganism, was only following pagan practices because he was corrupted. However, when he was cured of this ‘illness’, he could freely choose what religion to follow, and so he chose Christianity. This potentially allows the current dukes of Normandy to claim that their ancestor was a Christian, who became ill with paganism, but then recovered, if someone ever questioned their religious heritage.[footnoteRef:16] [11:  Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, c. 1015 – 1026. Accessed from, Christiansen, History of the Normans, pp. 1 – 177.]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Oxford University, Baptism, Oxford English Dictionary 3rd Edition (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2015 [2010]). Accessed from Oxford Referencing on 30/10/2018.]  [14:  Davis. The Normans and their Myth, pp. 19 – 20.]  [15:  Oxford University, Leprosy, Oxford English Dictionary 3rd Edition (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2015 [2010]). Accessed from Oxford Referencing on 30/10/2018.]  [16:  Neveux, A Brief History of the Normans, pp. 80 – 89.] 


Likewise, the latter part of this extract also offers some interesting insight into the views of religion at the time. For example, the penultimate lines refer to the dwindling strength and popularity of paganism and other heathen faiths, as “ungodly fury, sitting on its arms, will challenge no one with its cry, the strength of ungodliness having been undone”.[footnoteRef:17] Not only does this quote indicate the diminishing power of paganism, the expression that it is “sitting on its arms” implies that the pagan people are no longer aggressive towards the Christian world, as, if one sits on their hands, then they cannot strike out against anyone.  [17:  Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, c. 1015 – 1026. Accessed from, Christiansen, History of the Normans, pp. 1 – 177.] 

Finally, the last part of this extract also contains a hidden undertone of religion with its references to wolves and sheep, the latter of which refers to those who follow the shepherd of Christianity, Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:18]  Wolves, on the other hand, represent the Vikings as both, in the eyes of most Christians, were savages outside of civilization, who attacked the lambs of Christ (monks).[footnoteRef:19]  Furthermore, Dudo’s reference to letting “the fierce wolf graze” also reinforces this idea in that wolves do not graze, they hunt, while sheep on the other hand do graze.[footnoteRef:20] As such, Dudo is potentially warning that the Normans are only posing as Christians, but in reality are waiting for a time to strike against Christendom. Finally, wolves are very popular creatures in Norse mythology, with Geri, Freki, and Fenrir all playing significant parts in their myths. Due to this, Dudo is potentially using this animal to imply certain characteristics that the Normans have, however, how much of Norse pagan beliefs Dudo actually knew is questionable. Geri and Freki, the wolves of the Norse God Odin, translates to the ‘ravenous ones’, meaning greed and hunger, which could be Dudo’s way of representing the greed of the Normans.[footnoteRef:21] On the other hand, Fenrir is seen as the ‘Doom of the Gods’, which could be interpreted in one of two ways. It could potentially be referring to the diminishing power of paganism, but it is also possible that Fenrir could indicate the emergence of Christianity in Scandinavia with the resurrection of a new ‘All-Father’, the Christian God.[footnoteRef:22] [18:  George Ferguson, Signs and Symbolism in Christian Art (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1959), pp. 21 & 26 – 27.]  [19:  Lars Brownworth, The Sea Wolves: A History of the Vikings (CRUX Publishing Ltd, UK, 2014), pp. 1 – 20.]  [20:  Dudo of St Quentin, Gesta Normannorum, c. 1015 – 1026. Accessed from, Christiansen, History of the Normans, pp. 1 – 177.]  [21:  John Lindow, Norse Mythology: A Guide to Gods, Heroes, Rituals, and Beliefs (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2001), pp. 120 – 140.]  [22:  R. Chartrand / K. Durham / M. Harrison / I. Heath, The Vikings (Osprey Publishing, Great Britain, 2016), pp. 40 – 41. ] 


In conclusion, this extract by Dudo provides a valuable insight into how the people of the time viewed the Normans. Even though parts of this extract are exaggerated, such as Dudo’s praise of the Norman dukes, the underlying subtext of his work allows us to glimpse into the contemporary thoughts and ideas about these new players on the field of Europe.
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