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INTRODUCTION:

‘There are only two contemporary syntheses of the history of
pre-1066 Normandy, one by David Douglas and the other by David
Bates. Douglas' William the Congueror was first published in -
1964 and’ remained the definitive volume on pre-Conquest Normandy
until the publication in 1982 of Bates' book, Normandy Before
1066. As would be expected, ‘much of Bates' book is revisionist in
nature. The most obvious and important ~example of this is his
assertion--in direct opposition to Douglas--that the Norman..
aristocracyis not new to the eleventh century;'This dispute over
the newness or ‘oldness of ‘the aristocracy is critical to Norman
studies, ‘since all questions of @ the origin and evolution of
Norman politics ' and socieﬁy‘;revolve faround'it./Because Bates'
revisionism is now accepted as orthodoxy, it is necessary to
carefully scrutinize his: evidence ‘and the controversy in general.
Before grappling directly with:the question:it will aid the
reader's understanding to present:background information and

historical perspective, o0 calligiom, woginid

BACKGROUND L 2081 Ly line that we ke

one of the most famous datesrin history, and perhaps the most
fateful for England,: is October 14,:1066. .On.that day William
the Conqueror, bastard duke of Normandy,'defeated Harold.Godwinson
on the field at Hastings. Later, King William, along with ten:or
fifteen of his greatest magnates, formed the nucleus of the first

unified feudal monarchy and most powerful kingdom in




Europe. This post-Conquest Anglo-Norman kingdom of William and
his successors is relatively well documented. Unfortunately,
historians' understanding of the ancestors of william's -
aristocracy, and the pre-Conquest Duchy grows increasingly dim as
we look back towards the tenth century. In fact, because almost
all detail of late tenth and early eleventh century Normandy has
been erased from our view, only ' a handful of ‘mbstly- symbolic
events can be sketched with certainty. Perhaps the earliest and
most important is the 911 "Treaty of St-Claire-Sur-Epte®. 'In this
treaty, a certain Viking chieftain "named Rollo was deeded

some lands by ‘the Frankish king, Charles The simplé. In exchange
for the land, Rollo and his followers formally accepted

Christianity and agreed to pay homagefto‘Charles.l“

By the mid-tenth century'a group ‘of the recently settled
vikings accepted Rollo's grandson Richard I as their
chieftain; this was sealed -by intermarriage:.and the -

acceptance of his adopted' religion, Christianity.2

Rollo,

his son William Longsword, and his grandson Richard are the
earliest leaders of the family line that we know as the Dukes of
Normandy.3 Richard ‘I married another viking chieftain's

4 It was through marriage to

daughter by the name of Gunnor,
the ducal house, most notably to Gunnor's sisters and cousins
that the rising men of late tenth and “early : eleventh century
Normandy began forming themselves into the early Norman

aristocracy.




Even a quick glance at a geneological chart in conjunction
with the following paragraph demonstrates the prevalence and
importance of these marriage and kin connections.5 The first
four counts were brothers or . half brothers to Duke Richard
I. William the Conqueror's two half brothe;s were the Bishop of
Bayeux and the Count of Mortain.: The counts of Evreux and Eu
were his cousins, William Fitz Osbern was. descended on both
sides from the ducal house, ' His father, Osbern the ducal steward,
was one of the Conqueror's closest companions, Osbern's uncle
was bishop of Avranches; his son and son-in-law were both earls
in post-Conquest England. Roger I of Montgomery's grandmother was
probably a sister of Gunnor, wife of Duke Richard I. Roger II
of Montgomery married Mabel of Belleme and they were appointed
respectively the earl and duchess of ' Shrewsbury. Geoffrey,
duke . of Brittany, married Hawise, the daughter of Duke Richard I.
Their son, Alan II, count of Brittany was guardian ' to young "Duke
William., Geoffrey had at least five'grandsons,'all of whom were
counts; perhaps two fought at Hastings, and at least two were -
earls, Judith, a sister of Geoffrey, married Duke Richard II from
which descended the subsequent ducaliline.6 Based on the
preceeding information the Norman aristocracy can be described as
a select group of families related to each other through
intermarriage or other family connections. It can be added that
this group was dominated by the ducal family and was augmented by

a few comparatively recent outside arrivals.,




The principle of political and social unification through
marriage, though not exclusively Norman, achieved unsurpassed
force in Normandy. The power and achievements of the Normans are
rooted in the particular polity that developed between the
Dukes and their aristocrats in the eleventh century. Thus, an
understanding of the history of the Norman aristocracy is
fundamental to an understanding of political and social
development in Normandy, post-Conquest England, and throughout
Europe. As mentioned:earlier, our understanding of the history of
this group is relatively limited. David Bates, an authority on
pre-Conquest Normandy, goes so far as to describe the aristocracy.

as the most desperate of all topics.7

the limited understanding is not due to an absénce of
scholarship on the subject, but to the obscurity and complexity of
the topic itself. Heirs to a scholarly tradition stretching back
three centuries, David Bates:and David Douglas offer the only
comprehensive and ' modern treatments in their respective books,
Normandy Before 1066, and William the Conqueror. Because of
their mastery of the complex and difficult source material, any
further understanding of the Norman aristocracy must rest upon

their work.8 Let us examine their major arguments,

DOUGLAS VERSUS BATES.

Douglas presents four families as being illustrative of the




development of the Norman aristocracy: the house of Tosny, the
Beaumoﬁt family, the family of Vernon, and tﬁe Montforts. He
outlines the rise of each family, their acquisition of domainal
lands, family name, titles and other notable details. He
emphasises .that "in all these cases the family only acquired the
lands from which it took its feudal name during the earlier

half of the eleventh century.9

For Douglas, acquisition by these
families of aristocratic prerogatives marks them as aristocrats.
He notes their new found wealth and titles; couples this with his
own inability to discern similar developments earlier than the

eleventh century, and thus describes them as a "new aristocracy”.

In contrast, Bates offers "negative" evidence that leads him
to flatly state that "the supposed 'new aristocracy' of

eleventh-century Normandy emerged out of well-established

10

families.” " He claims."that the impossibility of tracing any

Norman geneology back much before c. 1000, and the fact that the

same exercise usually defeated twelfth century historians, .is no

argument against the families' existence before that date.‘ll_

Perhaps the more telling evidence. Bates presents. involves, the
13

spread of toponymics, 2 circa 1040, as a sign of the

conception of a familY's powérs afduhd}<oné 'facélvpoint. He
suggests that the failure 6f/meﬁorjfaﬁd géhéoloéicélitéSearch’in
the pefidd frdm dircaulb20 to éirdﬁ idSinoihfs témfhe‘dhAhge from
a cdgnaticyt§ an éénatic famiiyhxsfrﬁcfuré:‘(primogénitufef.l4‘“
Theréaftéf;’families were verticéliy based aroﬁﬂd'thé éléést male,
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whose name and ancestry were thus important as family
leader. pia U Vo il -4 % . o 3

Bates,- in effect, turns Douglas' arguments inside out by
asserting that we find' no pre-millenial evidence of
aristocratic power or privilege, because prior to the change to
primogeniture, there was no reason to develop and preserve
geneologies. He believes that they are older families despite the
fact that there is no positive evidence to prove it. Bates
concludes by arguing that "no one has so far discovered the
aristocracy who were superseded in the not so sparse records of
Richard II's reign.'15 The obvious response to Bates' final
statement is that there simply may not have been an aristocracy

to supersede.

A careful re-analysis of the evidence makes clear that
whatever aristocracy there may have been was replaced by the new
aristocracy that arose in the eleventh century. ' Bates fails to
take heed of a problem that he himself warned his reader about:

Tenth century Normandy presents that paradox which

troubles the historians of many medieval conquests:

heavy institutional continuity combined with a dras-

tic rupture in the personnel of the ruling classes.16
There was, indeed, institutional continuity as he shows. But
Bates' thesis is reduced to speculation because there is no
positive evidence that links the eleventh century aristocrats with
the tenth century. He appears to take the year 911, with the

signing of the Treaty of St-Claire-Sur-Epte, as the beginning of
6



aristocratic continuity. Since the Norman ducal house was
continuously in power from that time, he assumes the same
aristocracy was, too.. In fact, :nearly all important eleventh
century aristocratic families can be shown to have risen to power
during the eleventh century. As this paper demonstrates, only a:

very few began gathering power before the eleventh  century and

then only a decade or so earlier. '  lustrioun

WHO EXACTLY WERE THE NORMAN ARISTOCRATS? . . =~ .

Before beginning any further analysis, the families and
individuals who constituted the eleventh century aristocracy
must be idendified. The failure of both Bates and Douglas to
explicitly identify these people, is the most glaring ommission in
their analyses of the question of the newness or oldness of the
aristocracy. For the pre-Conquest. period scholars: normally
rely simply on their intuition;gof.;thezcompqsition of the
aristocracy. At. best,..they echo -the :Vvague, language . of . the
chroniclers with such categories as."closest lay counsellors", ..
"companions" or "inner curia?.}?lFor the post-conquest period,
scholars are often much more explicit since they can base their

k.18

judgements on Domesday ' Boo - They-, also_have more and better

charters to work with.,

Since:-title ;can only give a, rough indication of power and .

vealth in pre-Conquest Normandy, it is necessary to definine

19

'aristocrat' in order to discover who they were.”” In an attempt
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